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91. Introduction: The Transformation of the 
Humanities
In the second half of the 18th and the first decades of the 19th century, there is a lot of 
revolutionary rhetoric in the domains of scholarship that we now call the humanities. Pro-
grammes and overviews for new sciences and disciplines are published; scholars proclaim 
in forewords that their works will put the study of art, antiquity, grammar, or humanity 
at large on a new footing; in the same forewords, they declare the work of their predeces-
sors obsolete, unsystematic, wrong, or unscientific; or worse, they keep silent about them, 
thereby implicitly declaring their work irrelevant. The rhetoric can be found in every do-
main of study that deals with language, history, or culture; sometimes it coincides with 
political upheavals and institutional reforms.
That rhetoric is not mere rhetoric. Arguably, what we now call ‘the humanities’ took 
shape in this period. A new model of research replaces the older: the humanist érudit and 
the Enlightenment philosophe make way for the academic professional. A diffuse set of 
scholarly pursuits is stratified into disciplines: linguistics, history, philology, art history, 
archaeology, and to some extent also philosophy and theology. Still, it is obviously coun-
terfactual, in view of the mass of early modern and Enlightenment scholarly production, 
to claim that the humanities were created in this period; that is why this study speaks of 
transformation. In view of all the revolutionary rhetoric, and all the very real changes that 
came along with it, one could even speak of a revolution.
This book is a study of this transformation, or these transformations. The question 
is, in plain words, how we ended up with what we now call the humanities. More theoret-
ically speaking, the aim is to rethink what scholars in the past were doing – and what, to 
a large extent, they still are doing – by looking at how the modern humanities took shape. 
The outcome is not a given: it was neither predetermined nor unambiguous. Whatever the 
scholars discussed in this book said or thought they were doing, ‘shaping the humanities’ 
was not part of their agenda, and in different countries, what we came to call the hu-
manities took different shapes. The domain of the humanities does not fully overlap with 
Geisteswissenschaften or sciences humaines. The transformations that shaped them are hard 
to put under a common denominator. ‘Humanities’ or ‘Geisteswissenschaften’ did not exist 
by that name in 1750 or 1800; the very notion of Geisteswissenschaften was only introduced 
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towards the middle of the 19th century. Therefore, to write a book about ‘the transforma-
tion of the humanities’ is to consciously use an anachronism. To the extent that the changes 
in the study of history, language, and culture mark a transition from a prescientific to a 
scientific state, the results of that transition have never been conclusive. 
Using a phrase that has become less popular in recent decades, one could sum up my 
research in one question: was there a scientific revolution in the humanities around 1800? 
Or, to rephrase it in a way that brackets out questions about the meaning and utility of the 
term ‘scientific revolution’, to what extent has our current thinking about language, culture 
and history been shaped, altered, and verwissenschaftlicht during this period? In Ian Hack-
ing’s words, the question is also “how these various concepts, practices and institutions, 
which we can treat as objects of knowledge, at the same time disclose new possibilities for 
human choice and action”.1 The way in which I mean to answer this question is by develop-
ing a new theoretical framework for studying scholarly reasoning and conceptual change, 
and to apply that to the transformation or transformations summarized here. 
There has been, undoubtedly, change. Scholars in the 19th century use different kinds 
of source material, which they can gather or consult in more ways and in greater quantities 
than before. They do different things with this material, both in scrutinizing and defining 
it and in arranging and presenting it. In short, there are changes in the ways information 
is transformed into knowledge. This coincides – at least in time – with changes in the way 
scholars define and present themselves and their scholarly enterprise. A scholar in the 19th 
century does not merely do different things, he is also a different kind of person, living in 
a different world. But in spite of all the intensification, professionalization and discipline 
formation, the status of scholarship continues to be problematic. The introduction of the 
term ‘Geisteswissenschaften’ itself is partly a defense move against the rise of the exact 
sciences within the German university system, a way to assert the scientific status of the 
humanities without assimilating them to the exact sciences. There is a continuous trail of 
critique of bookish dullness from Pope’s Dunciad Variorum to Nietzsche’s Über Nutzen 
und Nachteil der Historie für das Leben, and that critique, again, is more than mere rhetoric; 
it shows that the accumulation of facts will not do, and that scholarship in the humanities, 
no matter how methodologically advanced or ‘scientific’, continually has to re-assert its own 
relevance.
The period covered in this study is primarily the period between ca. 1750-1850 that 
Reinhart Koselleck controversially identified as the ‘Sattelzeit’.2 Like most historical de-
marcations, the line is not strict. Transformations in this period, in the humanities or else-
where, cannot be understood without taking into account antecendents in the early 18th 
1 Ian Hacking, Historical Ontology (Cambridge (Mass.) & London: Harvard UP 2002), 4
2 Reinhart Koselleck, “Einleitung”, in: R. Koselleck, O. Brunner & W. Conze (eds.), Geschichtliche 
Grundbegriffe, Vol. I (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta 1972), xv; cf. Stefan Jordan, “Die Sattelzeit: Transforma-
tion des Denkens oder revolutionärer Paradigmenwechsel?”, in A. Landwehr (ed.), Frühe Neue Zeiten: 
Zeitwissen zwischen Reformation und Revolution (Bielefeld: transkript 2012); Daniel Fulda, “Sattelzeit. 
Karriere und Problematik eines kulturwissenschaftlichen Zentralbegriffs” in D. Fulda & E. Décul-
tot (eds.), Sattelzeit: Historiographiegeschichtliche Revisionen (Hallesche Beiträge zur Europäischen 
Aufklärung 52) (Berlin: De Gruyter 2016)
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century and before, and they do not end at any given point in the mid-19th. Moreover, these 
transformations do not take place everywhere at once; they are not one sequence of events 
but a pattern of various related, partially overlapping developments. Still, the starting point 
is not arbitrary: there is a clustering of relevant publications in several fields in the years 
around 1750. The end point is somewhat more vague, but no significantly new develop-
ments are taken into account after the 1840s, though some discussions and paper trails are 
traced into the 1850s-60s. Within the period covered in this study, one can conveniently 
distinguish between developments before 1800, around 1800, and after 1800.
Before 1800, we see both the expansion and the slow decline of a learned world held 
together by the pursuit of erudition; the rise of philosophie and its application to the study 
of language and history, grammaire générale and histoire philosophique; an explosion of in-
formation about the non-Western world; and the proliferation of general learned journals, 
mapping the world of learning through reviews, notices, and proceedings. This period is 
covered in chapter 2, on ‘normal science’ in the 18th-century humanities, and chapter 3, on 
histoire philosophique.
Around 1800, the world of learning is thoroughly shaken in the upheavals of the 
French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars; fundamental institutional reforms take place 
in France and Prussia; the Romantic revolution takes the literary world by storm and in-
forms new approaches to history, philology, and linguistics; the rise of comparative linguis-
tics in the second decade of the 19th century is sudden and overwhelming. This period is 
covered in chapter 4, on academic reforms and the emancipation of philosophy, and is the 
starting point of chapters 5 and 6.
From the 1820s onward we see a period of consolidation and proliferation; university 
chairs are created in new fields such as art history and Literaturwissenschaft; the decipher-
ment of hieroglyphs (Champollion, 1820s) and of cuneiform (Rawlinson, 1830s-40s) opens 
a whole new domain of historical records; the German research university develops as 
the most successful and eventually dominant academic model, though the great wave of 
institutionalization in the humanities takes place in other European countries only around 
1870, and the extent to which ‘the German model’ was applied abroad was never more than 
piecemeal.3 Chapter 5 and 6, which describe the joint development of linguistics and of 
non-classical philology and the emergence of new fields of historical enquiry (literary his-
tory, art history and archaeology, Egyptology, Altertumswissenschaft) cover both the pioneer 
phase and the subsequent consolidation and proliferation; chapter 7, finally, deals with new 
schools of history writing emerging in the 1820s-30s.
There is enough apparent coherence to these developments to make a comprehensive 
study of them worthwhile. Although it is obviously counterfactual, in view of the mass of 
3 Or at least, that is the consensus among the contributors to Humboldt International: Der Export des 
deutschen Universitätsmodells im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (ed. R.C. Schwingers) (Basel: Schwabe 2001), 
who regularly debunk the ‘Humboldt Myth’. However, the influential reports on German and other 
educational systems by Victor Cousin (De l’Instruction publique en Allemande, et notamment en Prusse, 
1830) and Matthew Arnold (Schools and Universities on the Continent, 1868) quite univocally hold the 
German/Prussian system superior. Cf. chapter 4.
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early modern and Enlightenment scholarly production, to claim that the humanities were 
created in this period, it is arguable that they received much of their current form in the 
period studied here, not just in the denominations of their constituent disciplines but also 
in their forms of communication and institutions, their ways of presenting scholarly work 
and transforming information into knowledge, their scholarly ethos. 
The history of the humanities is a new and quickly developing field. Since 2008, there 
has been a conference series, The Making of the Humanities; since then, we have seen three 
volumes of proceedings, two monographs by James Turner and Rens Bod, a Society for 
the History of the Humanities, and a journal. Still, as late as 2014, Turner wrote that “We 
lack much of this needed historical understanding [of how knowledge has evolved over 
time]. The history of natural science is a mature field. The history of the social sciences is 
a toddler, the history of the humanities an infant.”4 That judgement was not entirely just, 
because apart from Turner’s own Philology: The Forgotten Origins of the Humanities, there 
had been two comprehensive histories of the humanities previously, Georges Gusdorf ’s 
massive 13-volume Les Sciences humaines et la Pensée occidentale (1966-1988) and Rens Bod’s 
De Vergeten Wetenschappen (2010) [A New History of the Humanities, 2013]. But apart from 
that, there have indeed been few works on the history of humanities as such, rather than on 
the history of their constituent disciplines. The best recent examples are about Germany 
at the turn of the 18th century: Michael Carhart’s The Science of Culture in Enlightenment 
Germany (2007) and Chad Wellmon’s Organizing Enlightenment (2015).
While the subject of my study is broad, the works of Gusdorf, Bod, and Turner have 
a much wider scope. Gusdorf covers a whole humanistic tradition that includes the Re-
naissance, Enlightenment, Romanticism, Idéologie, and hermeneutics; Turner traces the 
modern humanities, especially those in the Anglo-Saxon world, to their origins in early 
modern philology, and back further to antiquity; Bod even covers the world history of 
the humanities at large. Gusdorf, however, makes no attempt at theory formation or at 
an analysis of scholarly ideals and practices; his work is largely a defense of that human-
istic tradition.5 Turner, who declares himself unphilosophical, sees the development from 
‘philology’ to linguistics, historical science, literary studies et al. as a gradual process, even 
though one chapter title speaks of ‘Revolutions of the Later Eighteenth Century’.6 Bod, to 
keep his material manageable, restricts himself to an analysis of ‘principles and patterns’ 
applied in each discipline.7 The work of Gusdorf and Turner, in short, does not answer 
my question; although half of Turner’s book zooms in on the same period as this study, 
the overlap is less than you would expect. Bod’s answer is a clear no: “If there was anything 
4 James Turner, Philology: The Forgotten Origins of the Modern Humanities (Princeton: Princeton UP 
2014), xv
5 Cf. Donald Kelley, “Gusdorfiad” [review essay of Les Sciences humaines et la Pensée occidentale], History 
of the Human Sciences 3:1 (February 1990), 123-140
6 Cf. Floris Solleveld, [review of ] “James Turner, Philology: The Forgotten Origins of the Modern Human-
ities”, History of Humanities 1:1 (2016), 187-189
7 Cf. Solleveld, “Principes en Patronen” [review of De Vergeten Wetenschappen], Krisis 2011:1, 69-73 
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like a revolution, it was on an institutional rather than on a conceptual level”.8 There is, of 
course, another book – Michel Foucault’s Les Mots et les Choses: Une archéologie des sciences 
humaines (1966) – but on closer inspection, only a very small part of that book9 deals with 
the humanities, and that only with linguistics. I have no intention to pick a polemic with 
these authors; I have given my views on the works of Bod and Turner in reviews, and my 
engagement with Foucault’s thought is mainly indirectly, through the work of Ian Hack-
ing. Together, however, they define three poles in their diagnosis of the transformations in 
the humanities around 1800: Bod sees continuity, Gusdorf and Turner see revolutions as 
part of a tradition, and Foucault signals abrupt epistemic breaks. This trilemma between 
radical breaks, partial breaks, and continuous gradual development will frequently recur 
in this study.
This introduction consists of two parts. In the first half, I give an outline of the work 
and its main problematics, and attempt to define its core constituents: what was a scholar, 
what were the humanities, and what are the things I describe as ‘transformations’? The sec-
ond half presents what I call an integrated approach to the study of these transformations. 
This integrated approach means treating the history of the humanities as a part of the 
history of knowledge: of how it is made, ordered, presented, and scrutinized.
The outline of this study is roughly chronological, as described above. The fact that 
we are dealing with developments in different countries and a variety of fields makes a 
strictly linear narrative impossible. Rather, the approach is topical and comparative: high-
lighting different aspects of the transformation of the humanities, such as identified in the 
introduction, and seeking for counterparts as well as counter-instances in other fields and 
regions. The main focus is on the German, French, and English language areas; most chap-
ters and paragraphs are structured around direct comparisons, such as chapter 3 which 
compares histoire philosophique with its British and German counterparts, and chapter 
4 which compares the French and Prussian academic reforms and their impact on later 
British debates. For the period at large, this comes down to studying parallel processes of 
change in France and Germany, with the British situation as a case of greater continuity or 
more gradual transition. There will be occasional glimpses at the Dutch and Italian situ-
ation, countries which had played an important role at an earlier stage in the Republic of 
Letters but which were not exactly in the fast lane of scholarship around 1800; scholars in 
other places will be discussed as far as they figure in transnational debates. The scholarly 
discovery of the non-Western world was one of the main sources of scholarly innovation 
in this period and will be treated as such in chapter 3 and 5, but as far as scholarly commu-
8 Rens Bod, A New History of the Humanities: The Search for Principles and Patterns from Antiquity to 
the Present (Oxford: Oxford UP 2013), 364. However, Bod uses the word ‘revolution’ for early modern 
philology (p. 242), Alberti’s description of linear perspective (p. 12), Scaliger’s chronology (pp. 88, 
359), the conjunction of humanism and natural sciences (p. 240), carbon-14 dating in archaeology (p. 
323), postmodernism (p. 265),  20th-century intellectual upheavals in China (pp. 194, 267), and espe-
cially for the redefinition of learning after the fall of the Roman Empire: “If there was ever a revolution 
in the humanities, it was the religious and above all the Christian upheaval in the Early Middle Ages” 
(p. 156).
9 Actually, paragraph 4 in Pt. II, ch. VIII; fifteen pages in the 1966 edition titled “Bopp”.
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nication is concerned, there was no such thing as an East-West-debate: information was 
coming to Europe from the rest of the world, often supplied by local mandarins or Brah-
mins but always mediated through expat Europeans. To what extent there were comparable 
processes of transformation in non-Western scholarly cultures, either unrelated to those in 
the West or as a consequence of colonial influence or the export of the university model, 
is a different question, one not immediately relevant for understanding how the modern 
humanities took shape in Europe.
What were the Humanities?
What we now call the humanities resulted from a redefinition of scholarly domains that 
occupied most of the period from 1750 to 1850. Humaniora or studia humanitatis was the 
name for the curriculum established by Italian humanist teachers in the 14th-15th century, 
in which a central place was given to the study of classical authors, rhetoric, and Latin 
composition.10 This curriculum continued to dominate elite education well into the 19th 
century, with the addition of the Grand Tour and an increasing role for modern languages 
(mainly French). But it extended only to what we would now call secondary education 
and the ‘philosophical’ or arts faculty, that is, the initial years of university training.11 Hu-
manism, accordingly, was primarily an educational ideal, the core of which was gathering 
knowledge rather than the increase of knowledge. Moreover, the term ‘humanist’ had long 
ceased to be a self-designation by the beginning of the 18th century. For all these reasons, 
there is only a limited continuity between the present-day humanities and the ‘humanist 
tradition’.
While ‘humanities’ obviously derives from humaniora, the term was not used 
much in the early modern period, and never theorized about. Bacon’s The Advancement 
of Learning (1605) speaks of ‘humane learning’ (as opposed to divine learning) and of 
‘human philosophy, or humanity’ (as opposed to natural philosophy); but here ‘humane 
learning’ covers the whole of secular knowledge and ‘humanity’ refers to knowledge of man, 
including medicine, law, logic, and ethics but excluding history and literature.12 Professors 
10 The term studia humanitatis first occurs in Salutati’s Epistolario (1369). It is itself an exaptation of 
Cicero’s notion of litterae in De studiis et litteris. Cf. F. Edward Cranz, “The Studia Humanatitis and 
Litterae in Cicero and Leonardo Bruni” in J. Marino & M. Schlitt (eds.), Perspectives on Early Modern 
and Modern Intellectual History (Rochester: Rochester UP 2001), 3-26. For a critical assessment of the 
humanist curriculum, see Anthony Grafton and Lisa Jardine, From Humanism to the Humanities: The 
Institutionalizing of the Liberal Arts in Fifteenth- and Sixteenth-century Europe (Cambridge (Mass) & 
London: Harvard UP 1986) 
11 Laurence Brockliss, “Curricula”, in H. de Ridder-Symoens (ed.), A History of the University in Europe. 
Volume II: Universities in Early Modern Europe (1500-1800) (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 1996); for a 
more detailed discussion of the French case, see Brockliss, French Higher Education in the Seventeenth 
and Eighteenth Centuries: A Cultural History (Clarendon: Oxford 1987), ch. 3
12 A schematic presentation of Bacon’s system – the so-called ‘Baconian tree’- is in the 1640 re-translation of 
the longer Latin version, Of the Advancement and Proficience of Learning, or the Partitions of the Sciences
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of ‘humanity’ (singular) were appointed at the Scottish universities from the 17th century 
onward; they taught classics. Dictionaries from the 18th century define Humanities as 
the equivalent of philology, belles lettres, and literæ humaniores, covering grammar, rhetoric, 
and poetry, or more specifically “the Study of the Greek and Latin tongue […] and the 
ancient Poets, Orators, and Historians”.13 But the term is absent from the debates on 
human understanding of the late 17th and 18th century, nor would the historians and moral 
philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment have identified with it. Gibbon, in his early 
twenties, wrote an Essai sur l’Étude de la Littérature in defence of learning; but he wrote 
in French, and speaks of ‘belles-lettres’, ‘erudition’, and ‘critique’ rather than of humanities. 
Likewise, Gibbon’s contemporaries Adam Smith and Hugh Blair lectured about Rhetoric 
and Belles-Lettres without using the word ‘humanities’.
In French, ‘sciences humaines’ and ‘humanités’ were more widespread terms, especially 
as the latter stood for a clearly circumscribed pre-university curriculum at the collèges. The 
first discussion of what makes the former ‘scientific’, as far as I can find, is in Honoré de 
Sainte Maire’s Reflexions sur les Règles et sur l'Usage de la Critique (1712). For Sainte Maire, 
‘sciences humaines’ clearly designates those branches of knowledge which are defined by 
the use of criticism, along the lines of Pierre Bayle’s Dictionnaire Historique et Critique. This 
does not make Sainte Maire a great conceptual innovator – he is, after all, working in the 
well-established genre of ars critica, and following the example of Bayle – but it does show 
a need to define the scholarly enterprise by its method, rather than just summing up fields 
and methods of study.
Geisteswissenschaften is of a considerably later date. According to the Historisches Wör-
terbuch der Philosophie, the otherwise obscure theologian E.A.E. Calanich is the first, in 
1847, to systematically distinguish between geisteswissenschaftliche and naturwissenschaftli-
che Methode; Wilhelm Dilthey and Hans-Georg Gadamer trace its first consistent use 
to the German translation ( Jakob Schiel, 1849) of John Stuart Mill’s System of Logic. (In 
Schiel’s translation, Geisteswissenschaften stands for moral sciences; but Mill uses that term 
to designate “ethics and politics” rather than history, linguistics, or philology.) Four decades 
later, in Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschaften, Wilhelm Dilthey still complains about the 
fuzzyness of the term, but sticks to it for lack of a better alternative.14 One can find a much 
earlier methodological statement, however, one that effectively subordinates the whole of 
13 Nathaniel Bailey (ed.), Dictionarium Brittanicum; Or a More Compleat Universal Etymological English 
Dictionary than any extant (London: Cox 1730), article Humanities; Daniel Bellamy (ed.), A New 
Complete English Dictionary (London: Fuller 1764 [1760]) and George Shelby Howard (ed.), The 
New Modern Cyclopædia, and Encyclopædia; Or, Complete Modern and Universal Dictionary of Arts 
and Sciences, Vol. III (London: Hogg 1788) both give a short definition of Humanities, but define 
Philology more extensively as “an assemblage of several sciences, consisting of grammar, rhetoric, 
poetry, antiquities, history, and criticism. It is a kind of universal literature conversant about all the 
sciences, their rise, progress, authors, &c. being what the French call belles lettres. It is called in the 
universities humanities, or literæ humaniores.”
14 Wilhelm Dilthey, Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschaften: Versuch einer Grundlegung für das Studium 
der Gesellschaft und der Geschjchte (Gesammelte Schriften I) (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1966 [1883]), 4-6
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the humanities to ‘philology’, in August Boeckh’s Enzyklopädie und Methodologie der Phi-
lologischen Wissenschaften (first published in 1886, but based on lectures first delivered in 
1809). Likewise, Ernest Renan’s L’Avenir de la Science (first published 1890, but written 
around 1848) defines sciences de l’humanité in opposition to sciences de la nature, as first and 
foremost philological but requiring an “union de la philologie et de la philosophie”.15
The distinction between sciences and humanities is older than the terminology. It 
is evidenced, for instance, in the division between the Paris Académie des Sciences and 
Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres (founded 1666 and 1663); in the first part of Des-
cartes’ Discours de la Méthode (1637), which is one long complaint about the unreliability 
of the study of letters and about having spent too much time on them; and in complaints 
voiced by mid-17th-century scholars like Meric Casaubon and Joannes Gronovius against 
the threat posed to the classics by the new sciences.16 Men of learning would often collect 
both naturalia and antiquaria, but no one would confuse the two. A first demarcation and 
institutionalization of the humanities within the philosophical faculty took place at the 
university of Göttingen in the late 18th century, where Gatterer founded a historical in-
stitute and (short-lived) historical journal, where he and Heyne taught a historical and a 
philological seminar, and where scholars like Eichhorn, Meiners, and Heyne contributed 
to shaping what Michael Carhart has called the ‘Science of Culture’.17
However, the distinction was not as clear-cut in the early modern period because 
there were other divisions in the organization of knowledge. First, there was the division 
between the philosophical faculty and the higher faculties (law, medicine, theology). Sec-
ond, there was  the division between historia (those sciences pertaining to memory and 
contingent fact) and philosophia (the realm of reason and eternal truths). This is a dis-
tinction that goes back to Bacon’s The Advancement of Learning (1605), and is replicated 
and extended in the “Système figuré des Connoissances humaines” at the beginning of the 
Encyclopédie. In this system the main distinction within history is that between natural 
history (astronomy, botany, crafts & technology, among others) and history as study of the 
past, subdivided into ecclesiastical and civil history. Philosophy extends to theology, log-
ic, morals, physics, and mathematics. Of course, neither Bacon’s scheme nor Diderot and 
d’Alembert’s represents ‘the’ early modern system of knowledge; the latter scheme already 
suffers from such an overload of disciplines that it appears more like an artificial rhetorical 
prop. Schemes such as these were more widespread in the 18th century, and rarely corre-
15 Ernest Renan, L’Avenir de la Science: Pensées de 1848 (Paris: Callmann-Levy 1890), 211, 130
16 Cf. Anthony Grafton, “Introduction: The Humanists Reassessed” in id., Defenders of the Text: The 
Traditions of Scholarship in an Age of Science, 1450-1800 (Cambridge (Mass.) & London: Harvard UP 
1991), 2-3
17 Martin Gierl, “Change of Paradigm as a Squabble between Institutions: The institute of historical 
sciences, the society of sciences, and the separation of cultural and natural sciences in Göttingen in 
the second half of the eighteenth century”, in A. Holenstein, H. Steinke & M. Stuber (eds.), Scholars 
in Action. The Practice of Knowledge and the Figure of the Savant in the 18th Century (Leiden: Brill 
2013), Vol. I, 267-287; Michael Carhart, The Science of Culture in Enlightenment Germany (Cambridge 
(Mass.) and London: Harvard UP 2007)
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sponded to a real arrangement of material.18 But the terminology was common currency; 
the terms ‘natural history’ and ‘natural philosophy’ continued to designate museums, chairs, 
and textbooks in the 19th century. The emergence of the notion of histoire philosophique 
in the mid-18th century – which can refer broadly to secular historiography emancipated 
from historia sacra and more specifically to a historiography concerned with identifying 
causes and first principles – seems a transgression of this division between histoire and 
18 Cf. Ulrich Dierse, Enzyklopädie: Zur Geschichte eines philosophischen und wissenschaftstheoretischen 
Begriffs (Bonn: Bouvier 1977)
Image 1: The tree of knowledge modernized: Diderot and d’Alembert’s
Système figuré des connoissances humaines. Encyclopédie Vol. I (1751)
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philosophie.19 As I will argue in chapter 3, histoire philosophique was indeed something of a 
paradox: an unstable, hybrid genre that brought forth unprecedentedly accomplished and 
ambitious works, both emulating and flouting classical standards.
A clearer distinction between disciplines within the humanities was made in a differ-
ent kind of schematization: the predominantly German genre of historia literaria. Starting 
out in the 17th century as lengthy reading lists of ‘all there is to know’, the genre developed 
into encyclopaedic compendia of recommended reading in each field and subfield. Mor-
hof ’s Polyhistor (1688), the most salient early example, divides into Polyhistor literarius, phil-
osophicus, and practicus, with each of these three sections further subdivided: literarius, for 
instance, includes bibliothecarius, grammaticus, and criticus, while practicus covers the three 
higher faculties and ethicus, politicus, oeconomicus, and historicus. More than a century later, 
the first three volumes of Eichhorn’s Geschichte der Litteratur (1805-1811) give a bibliography 
of the history of knowledge from Moses to the present, sorted according to period, region, 
and discipline; the other three volumes deal with Schöne Redekunsten, Sprachwissenschaft, 
and Theologie respectively. Equally, it was within this genre that ‘histories of philosophy’ as 
a separate discipline first were written, and that the term Linguistik first appeared.20
Some of the domain designations in the humanities are neologisms of the 1750-1850 
period (linguistics or Sprachwissenschaft, art history, musicology), others undergo a change 
of meaning around 1800 (archaeology, philosophy, Literaturgeschichte), while others dis-
appear (historia sacra, pasigraphy, and more slowly, grammaire générale; universal history 
and antiquarianism survive as terms, but not as domains of learning). Most disputed is 
the change of meaning in History or Geschichte. According to Reinhart Koselleck, ‘history’ 
undergoes a shift in the late 18th century from ‘history of something’ to ‘history as a thing in 
itself ’ (die Geschichte selber); he cites the lemma in Adelung’s Grammatisch-kritisches Wör-
terbuch (Vol. II, 1775) as an attestation.21 In a similar vein, François Hartog describes a 
rupture between two ‘régimes d’historicité’ marked by the French Revolution; between a 
regime of historia magistra vitae, in which the past is essentially like the present and serves 
as an explanation and moral example, and a view of history as a process in which the past is 
19 The paradigmatic works in this genre are Montesquieu’s De l’Esprit des Lois (1748) and Voltaire’s Essai 
sur les Moeurs (1756-57; particularly the second edition with introduction, “Philosophie de l’Histoire”, 
1769). Cf. J.G.A. Pocock, Barbarism and Religion. Volume Two: Narratives of Civil Government (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge UP 1999), 7-25 on ‘the varieties of early modern historiography’. 
20 There were breviaries of the history of philosophy before Johann Jakob Brucker and his Historia 
critica philosophiae (1742-47), but none (except his own earlier works) remotely as systematic and 
complete. Christoph Meiners’ first short work Revision der Philosophie (1772) is noteworthy because 
it first draws a distinction between esoterische (pure, theoretical) and exoterische (practical, political) 
philosophy. The term Linguistik appears as a category in Michael Denis, Einleitung in die Bücher-
kunde (Vienna: Trattner 1777), Vol. II, 433-459, where it is a subsection of Philologie, and Hieronymus 
Andreas Mertens, Hodegetischer Entwurf einer vollständigen Geschichte der Gelehrsamkeit (Augsburg: 
Klett & Franck 1780), Vol. II, 232-274, where it is distinguished as a category from Philologie and 
Schöne Wissenschaften. Cf. Sylvain Auroux, “The first uses of the French word ‘Linguistique’”, in H. 
Aarsleff, L.G. Kelly & H.-J. Niederehe (eds.), Papers in the History of Linguistics (Amsterdam/Phila-
delphia: John Benjamins 1987), 447-459: 450, 454
21 Koselleck, “Geschichte”, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe Vol. II (1975), 594, 648
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essentially different: after 1789, things will never be the same again.22 Such generalizations 
are useful as characterizations of the difference between 18th and 19th-century historical 
works, but they are inadequate as descriptions of the changes in historical scholarship. 
Anthony Grafton has averred that early modern historians had a fully developed critical 
apparatus and were aware that ancient authors had a different point of view;23 the notion of 
‘history as a process’ can be read without much violence into the work of Scottish enlight-
enment historians, Robertson in particular.24 Arnold Heeren, whose academic life spans 
both sides of Hartog’s divide, has no problem in describing history as a process in his early 
and invoking the example of great men in his late work.25
The stratification of the humanities into separate disciplines takes place in different 
stages, and though the overall picture is one of diffuse 18th-century genres being replaced 
by 19th-century professional disciplines, the outcomes are more uneven than that. As a 
rule of thumb, if there is a handbook for something, then it is a discipline. In this regard, 
the Göttingen Geschichte der Künste und Wissenschaften (1796-1820), which was divided 
into different sections mainly filled by specialists in that area, and which resulted in histo-
ries of art, literature, history writing, philosophy, physics, chemistry, and technology, and 
in unfinished histories of classical philology and mathematics, is a marker of discipline 
formation long before these disciplines were broadly institutionalized. That process of in-
stitutionalization continued throughout the 19th century, and not all domain designations 
corresponded to institutional denominations: Altertumswissenschaft spanned classics, ar-
chaeology, history, and art history; philology came to stand for many things; linguistics 
and literary studies ended up sharing modern language departments. But within the broad 
domain of the humanities, we can identify the following shifts in domain designations in 
the 1750-1850 period:
In history, the genre of historia sacra is marginalized, and with that the opposition 
between sacred  and profane history disappears. Equally, though ‘Universal History’ contin-
ues to be used as a designation (Michelet, Discours sur l’Histoire Universelle (1831), Ranke, 
22 François Hartog, Régimes d’Historicité: Présentisme et experiences du temps (Paris: Seuil 2003), ch. 3. 
More specifically, Hartog places the rupture between Volney’s Les Ruines (1791) which still tries to fit 
the Revolution in a cyclical frame of “révolutions”, and Chateaubriand’s Essai sur les Révolutions (1797) 
which sets out as a schematic analysis of the principles and causes of revolutions through the ages, and 
collapses into chaos. 
23 Grafton, The Footnote: A curious history (Cambridge (Mass.) & London: Harvard UP 1997); id., 
What was History? The Art of History in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 2007)
24 Robertson’s History of the Reign of Charles V (1769) and History of America (1777) self-consciously 
describe the birth of the modern European state system and of colonialism, and moreover the fore-
word of Charles V coins the term “feudalism” to describe the advent and eclipse of that social system. 
Arguably, Gibbon is equally describing the birth of the modern world in Decline and Fall.
25 Heeren effectively describes the same process as Robertson in Geschichte des Europäischen Staaten-
systems (1809) and Entwicklung der politischen Folgen der Reformation (1803; published in Vermischte 
historische Schriften, 1821). The notion of historia magistra vitae is adopted, albeit in a qualified sense 
(understanding historical processes through the character of its agents) in his later writings on 
Plutarch (Societäts-Vorlesungen on Plutarch’s sources, 1810-18; Über den historischen Werth der Biogra-
phien Plutarch’s, 1821).
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Weltgeschichte (1886)), it ceases to define one pole of a distinction between universal and 
special history, and rather melts into ‘philosophy of history’. Apart from Gatterer’s his-
torical institute in Göttingen, institutions that are explicitly called history department or 
historisches Seminar are rare until the 1870s; Ranke’s seminar was not a building but a class-
room setting, mainly at Ranke’s home. The auxiliary disciplines undergo only minor shifts: 
heraldry, genealogy and numismatics already exist in the early modern period and cover 
the same ground as after. Many-volume source publications like the Monumenta Germa-
niae Historica (1826-ongoing) and Histoire parlementaire de la Révolution française (38 vols., 
1833-38) have antecedents in Muratori’s Rerum italicarum scriptores (1723-51), the Histoire 
littéraire française (1733-ongoing), and Gatterer’s courses and handbooks. Still there is an 
unmistakable ‘archival turn’26 after 1820, not merely in the work and rhetoric of Ranke but 
also in the institution of the École des Chartes (1821/29); Daunou, Michelet, Paulin Paris 
and the Grimms were longtime archivists. ‘Chronology’ devaluates: a research programme 
in the 16th and early 17th century, it becomes a mere auxiliary discipline in the 18th, and little 
more than a ‘list of dates’ in the 19th. 
In the study of language, there is a rapid shift from grammaire générale to comparative 
linguistics in the first two decades of the 19th century. The first institution specifically de-
voted to the study of languages was the École des Langues Orientales (1795) in Paris, where 
Sacy and Langlès were among the first professors; the Asiatick Society in Calcutta, in 
spite of its important role in gathering, translating and publishing Sanskrit (and Persian) 
texts, was not primarily concerned with the study of language as such. The institutional-
ization of linguistics follows different trajectories in France and in Germany. In France it 
is centralized at the Institut National and Collège de France, and mainly concerned with 
the languages of the Near East until the French expansion in Indochina; in Germany it is 
scattered among different universities and libraries, and overlaps with Sanskrit and Ger-
man philology.
Philology, in turn, becomes an unstable term in the early 19th century. Throughout the 
early modern period, it stood primarily for the study of classical languages and literature; 
now it could also apply to other dead languages, modern languages, medieval literature, 
the general study of language, and the philologically informed study of antiquity at large. 
There is a polemic in the 1820s between Gottfried Hermann and August Boeckh on the 
issue of a more restricted (literary) and more inclusive (cultural) conception of classical 
philology.27 Vico had already proclaimed philology (in the inclusive sense) the essence of 
the Scienza Nuova; according to Joep Leerssen, a Viconian ‘philologization’ of the study of 
26 Kasper Risbjerg Eskildsen, “Leopold Ranke’s Archival Turn: Location and evidence in modern histo-
riography”, Modern Intellectual History 5:3 (2008), 425-453
27 Ernst Vogt, “Der Methodenstreit zwischen Hermann und Böckh und seine Bedeutung für die 
Geschichte der Philologie”, in H. Flashar, K. Gründer & A. Horstmann (eds.), Philologie und Herme-
neutik im 19. Jahrhundert. Band I: Zur Geschichte und Methodologie der Geisteswissenschaften (Göttin-
gen: VandenHoeck & Ruprecht 1979), 103-121
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language, history and culture takes place after 1800 which marks the advent of Romantic 
nationalism.28
Literaturwissenschaft is a term without a French or English cognate; the nearest 
equivalent is ‘literary history’ or the 20th-century ‘literary studies’. The study of literature 
as a discipline emerged partly out of literary criticism, partly out of national philology, and 
partly out of historia literaria. Thus Samuel Johnson’s Lives of the Poets (1779-81) consists 
of short biographies and critical evaluations of individual authors, with enough coherence 
between them to become, in retrospect, a literary history; La Harpe’s Lycée, ou Cours de 
Littérature (1799-1804) is essentially the synthesis of his earlier literary criticism, with the 
relation between the ancients and the moderns as his main theme. Bouterwek’s Geschichte 
der Poesie und Beredtsamkeit (1801-1819) follows the conventions of historia literaria in or-
dering the subject matter according to region and period, and providing an bibliography 
for each author or topic; the difference is that his compendium is uniquely concerned with 
literary authors.
The term Geschichte der Kunst is first used by Winckelmann, though his Geschichte 
der Kunst des Alterthums (1764) is ambiguous between history as chronological narrative 
and historia in the early modern sense of an overview. Still this distinguishes Winckel-
mann’s work from Caylus’ contemporary Recueil des Antiquités (1752-67) and the works on 
Greek monuments by Le Roy (1758) and Stuart and Revett (1762ff ), which are essentially 
commented editions of plates. Séroux d’Agincourt’s Histoire de l’Art par les Monuments 
(1810-23) is a bit like all these in that he precedes each section of plates with a histori-
cal-theoretical reflection on how the history of art and architecture reflects certain princi-
ples of beauty, and covers a period (the Middle Ages) left open by Winckelmann, with the 
express intention of filling that gap.29 Both in art history and in literary history, there is a 
continuity between scholarship and criticism, where historical works are used to articulate 
aesthetic standards and to give a historical-theoretical basis to aesthetic judgement; the 
most outstanding mid-19th century examples are Ruskin in Stones of Venice (1851-53) and 
Sainte-Beuve in Port-Royal (1840-59).
Archaeology during the 18th century is a less common word for ‘antiquarianism’ or the 
study of antiquities, as in Potter’s Archæologia Græca, or the Antiquities of Greece (1697-98); 
the journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries was called Archeologia (founded 1770). 
Although Caylus’ Recueil already makes the connotation of archaeology and excavations, 
the idea of archaeology as a ‘science of digging’ belongs to a much later period; Wolf ’s 
Darstellung der Altertumswissenschaft (1807) still speaks of “Archäologie und antiquarisches 
28 Joep Leerssen, “The Rise of Philology: The Comparative Method, the Historicist Turn and the Sur-
reptitious Influence of Giambattista Vico” in R. Bod, J. Maat & T. Weststeijn (eds.), The Making of the 
Humanities. Volume II: From early modern to modern disciplines (Amsterdam: Amsterdam UP 2012), 
23-35
29 Jean Séroux d’Agincourt, Histoire de l’Art par les Monuments, depuis sa décadence au IVe siècle jusqu'à 
son renouvellement au XVIe, Vol. I (Paris: Treuttel & Würtz 1810), v: “[Winckelmann] leur à montré 
ce qu'ils doivent imiter, je leur montrerai ce qu'ils doivent fuir”.
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Studium” as the same thing;30 K.O. Müller’s handbook of classical art history is still called 
Handbuch der Archaeologie der Kunst (1830). The meaning of the term is fixed as late as the 
1870s when the originally dilettantish Institut für Alterthumskunde is transformed into the 
state-sponsored Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, followed by Curtius’ large-scale excava-
tions in Olympia.31
Philosophy requires some disambiguation. First, there was the philosophical faculty, 
also known as the arts faculty, for it taught both. This combination was a rudiment of 
the late medieval curriculum in which Aristotelian/scholastic philosophy topped the artes 
liberales. At Catholic universities, until the French Revolution, philosophy was still Aris-
totelian (and, at Jesuit colleges, Thomistic); at Protestant universities, the ‘new philosophy’ 
of Descartes, Newton et al. gained ground. Both the old and the new philosophy had a 
narrow and a wider meaning. University philosophy typically consisted of logic, ethics, 
metaphysics, and ‘natural philosophy’, i.e., physics. But Aristotelianism was also “a loose 
and variously useable encyclopaedia”,32 and the ‘new philosophy’ also stood for a new ap-
proach to the uses of the intellect, manifested in the systems of Bacon and the Encyclopédie, 
the freethinking of the parti philosophique, and the varieties of histoire philosophique. Even 
though distinctions were drawn between ‘practical’ and ‘theoretical’ philosophy, or between 
Popularphilosophie and Schulphilosophie, early modern philosophy was continuous with sci-
ence and knowledge at large, its most abstract part.33
The shift in the meaning of philosophy is largely due to Kant and German Idealism. 
Kant’s programme for a ‘critical philosophy’ and Fichte’s subsequent Wissenschaftslehre do 
not only offer a new philosophical system but also redefine the position of philosophy, by 
setting it apart from the other sciences. In that sense Kant’s Prolegomena for a scientific 
metaphysics (“die als Wissenschaft wird auftreten können”) and his Streit der Fakultäten 
which argues for the autonomy of the philosophical faculty with regard to the other fac-
ulties are programmatic texts in the formation of a discipline. Hegel’s Vorlesungen über 
die Geschichte der Philosophie (first delivered 1805, published 1833-36) further shaped later 
academic philosophy by making the ‘history of philosophy’ an essential part of it. As a pro-
gramme for systematic metaphysics, German Idealism lost momentum with Hegel’s death 
in 1831. But the emancipation of philosophy was doubly important in the transformation 
of the humanities because it led to a fuller conception of ‘theory’ as imposed upon the brute 
world of sense and somehow constitutive of knowledge, and because the humanities were 
also part of the philosophical faculty. The uneasy position of academic philosophy as a sort 
30 Friedrich August Wolf, Darstellung der Altertumswissenschaft nach Begriff, Umfang, Zweck und Wert 
(Museum der Alterthumswissenschaft I; Berlin: Realschulbuchhandlung 1807), 71
31 Suzanne Marchand, Down from Olympus: Archaeology and Philhellenism in Germany, 1750-1970 
(Princeton: Princeton UP 1996), ch. 3 
32 Ian Hunter, “The university philosopher in early modern Germany”, in I. Hunter, C. Condren & S. 
Gaukroger (eds.), The Philosopher in Early Modern Europe: The Nature of a Contested Identity (Ideas 
in Context 77; Cambridge: Cambridge UP 2006), 35-65: 38
33 The distinction between ‘practical’ and ‘theoretical’ is in [Christoph Meiners], Revision der Philosophie 
(Göttingen/Gotha: Dieterich 1772), 15. For Popularphilosophie and Schulphilosophie, see John Zammi-
to, Kant, Herder, and the Birth of Anthropology (Chicago: Chicago UP 2002)
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of ‘metascience’, as often grouped with the humanities as not, and of ‘theory’ as either an 
essential or an ‘unscientific’, ‘speculative’ element in humanities research is a heritage of this 
programme.
Theology already in the 18th century had a container function for Biblical history and 
the study of Oriental languages, and it continued to do so outside France for most of 
the 19th. As a discipline, its prime objective remained training the clergy; but advances in 
biblical criticism, such as the dissection of the old Testament and specifically of Genesis a 
compound text,34 introduced a secular element into theological scholarship. Schleiermach-
er’s lectures on Hermeneutik (delivered 1805-33, published 1838) outline an essentially phil-
osophical and philological method of interpretation for theological purposes, and employ 
this to argue for individual religious experience as opposed to institutionalized religion; 
Feuerbach and Renan, both trained as theologians, present religion as a human construct 
and a reflection of human nature in Wesen des Christentums (1837) and Vie de Jésus (1863).
This list of domain designations covers most of what were or became the humanities. 
There are other designations linked to area or subject matter, such as sinology, Egyptology, 
Germanistik, epigraphy, numismatics, or papyrology; but generally those whose name is 
linked to a geographical area are a compound of other disciplines, while those linked to 
subject matter are auxiliary disciplines. In spite of academic stratification, domain designa-
tions continued to overlap and boundaries continued to be porous. (They still are.) What 
is missing from this list is the rise of the social sciences, first in the guise of Statistik and 
Polizeiwissenschaften, then in the economic work of Smith, Ricardo, and the physiocrats, 
then in the social science of the Idéologues, and programmatically in Comte’s positivism. In 
retrospect, the emancipation process of the social sciences overlaps with the transforma-
tion of the humanities between 1750-1850; to some extent, these are mutually reinforcing 
processes, in that new styles of reasoning were introduced into the study of man which 
were partly integrated into, partly dissociated from the domain of the humanities. This 
is one reason why one cannot simply write the history of the humanities as the history 
of historiography, philology, linguistics, and its siblings, and why a synthesis of the extant 
histories of these disciplines is not sufficient as a history of the making of the humanities.
Not all domains of the humanities will receive equal attention in this study. An im-
portant criterion is whether developments in a specific field of study have repercussions 
for the study of language and history more broadly. Therefore there are no sections on 
18th-century classical philology and 19th-century art history, which had relatively little im-
pact on other fields; but sections of chapter 2 and 6 are devoted to 18th-century antiquari-
anism and 19th-century Altertumswissenschaft. Philosophy and theology occupy a position 
at the margins of the humanities, and therefore their role within this study is problematic. 
There are several reasons why I devote much more attention to philosophy than to theol-
ogy. First, theology was in a different faculty. Second, new approaches in the study of lan-
guage and history advertised themselves as ‘philosophical’, which calls for an explanation of 
34 Johann Gottfried Eichhorn, Einleitung in das Alte Testament (Leipzig: Weidmann 1780-83); cf. Car-
hart, The Science of Culture in Enlightenment Germany, ch. 5
24
what was meant by ‘philosophy’. Third, the emancipation of philosophy as a discipline had 
direct repercussions for the position of the humanities, as will be shown in chapter 4. This 
is not to deny the central of theology in early modern scholarship. I devote full attention 
to the fact that many scholars in the late 18th and early 19th century are led by theological 
agendas; but theological and exegetical debates as such are left out of consideration. Also, I 
have no ambition to improve upon James Turner’s extensive treatment of biblical philology, 
as part of the history of the humanities, before and after 1800; Turner, on the other hand, 
is relatively quiet about philosophy.
What was a Scholar?
The main protagonist of this study is the scholar, the person who reads and writes books 
that are meant to contribute to the increase of knowledge. I will consistently use the term 
scholar throughout this study to refer to a practitioner of the humanities, unless there is a 
more specific designation such as ‘linguist’, ‘historian’, philosophe. The transformation of the 
humanities around 1800 is almost synonymous with the transformation of scholarship, 
even though there are aspects of it that are specific to the persona of the scholar and others 
that pertain to the unpersonal material and infrastructure. Occasionally I will also describe 
the transformation of scholarship as a transformation of scholars into academics, but here 
‘academic’ refers chiefly to a specialized, institutionalized brand of scholar as opposed to an 
earlier type of (more) independent, more generally oriented person of learning. There is an 
archaic ring to the term ‘scholar’ which is not entirely unintended. The independent scholar 
has not entirely disappeared – Nietzsche fled his chair in Basel, Aby Warburg never held 
an academic position, Walter Benjamin withdrew his dissertation – but towards the close 
of the 19th century independent scholarship had definitely become the exception. Around 
1850, outside Germany, this was not yet the case. But the model of the research university, 
the division of scholarship into disciplines and the persona of the academic had been es-
tablished by then.
What, then, was a scholar? Apart from the criterion of reading and writing, it is a 
rather diverse category. There was a hard core of people at the centre of knowledge produc-
tion: the professors and academicians, the head librarians, the members of the Asiatick So-
ciety and the Royal Society of Antiquaries, the authors of the Encyclopédie, the compilers 
of the Description de l’Égypte and the many-volume Göttingen Geschichte der Künste und 
Wissenschaften, the learned clergy and men of leisure, the few authors who could live by 
the pen, the discoverers who traversed the Orient, transcribed the Behistun inscriptions, 
smuggled out Sanskrit manuscripts. What puts these people at the centre is that their 
works were circulated and discussed within the network of the learned world at large, and 
read by people whom they had not met or corresponded with. Even within this hard core, 
some people would have been uncomfortable with the designation ‘scholar’ – the philoso-
phes in particular, but also the maverick Friedrich Schlegel, the journalist/philosopher/
economist/bookworm Karl Marx, the French statesmen-historians of the 19th century 
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(Guizot, Thiers, Lamartine, Blanc), the grandes dames Germaine de Staël and Princess 
Belgiojoso. Around this hard core were, in rough order of proximity, the support troops of 
secretaries and assistants, often aspiring young scholars; the extended circle of correspond-
ents who supplied information; the periphery of local academicians, notables, and high 
school teachers or private tutors (Gymnasial- und Hauslehrer) devoting their spare time to 
studies;35 the 18th-century Grub Street authors and 19th-century aspiring journalists trying 
to eke out a living, not generally striving for scholarly status, but some of them ending up 
as respected scholars.36 The professorate, in fact, was not a guarantee of scholarly standing; 
the greater part of European universities before 1800 had at best a few hundred students 
and could offer no prospect of scholarly leisure, nor substantial and up-to-date libraries.37
The role of the scholar overlaps with other roles for which reading and writing is 
a requirement, such as that of the journalist, literary figure, and public intellectual; and 
of course with that of the teacher. The transformation of scholars into academics seems 
at first sight to imply a narrowing down of potential roles, from a plethora of scholarly 
pursuits to a narrowly defined academic activity; but it also meant a widening in other re-
gards. The 19th century created a new range of scholarly pursuits – art history, musicology, 
archaeology – which were not practiced systematically before. It also saw the rise of a set 
of social sciences – sociology, economy, psychology, anthropology – which, although they 
were polemically contrasted to old-fashioned scholarly pursuits, were definitely part of the 
transformation of the humanities, and only later perceived as a distinct field. The spread 
of literacy and secondary education, and the introduction of the steam press, stereotype 
printing, and woodpulp paper, assured a larger reading public. The learned clergy and the 
men of leisure are increasingly marginalized, sometimes abruptly so, as with the French 
Revolution and the suppression of the Jesuit order (1758/1773-1814); in its stead came pro-
fessors who sat in parliament, and young scholars who sought to establish their name by 
35 The most comprehensive analysis of local scholarship is still Daniel Roche, Le Siècle des Lumières en 
province: Académies et academiciens provinciaux, 1680-1789 (Paris: Mouton 1978). For a case study of 
a local scholar’s correspondence network, see Laurence Brockliss, Calvet’s Web: Enlightenment and 
the Republic of Letters in Eighteenth-Century France (Oxford: Oxford UP 2002). Especially cogent is 
Brockliss’ description of centre-periphery relations in ch. 2 §2. A more European local perspective is 
in John Robertson, The Case for the Enlightenment: Scotland and Naples, 1680-1760 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge UP 2007); cf. Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, How to Write the History of the New World: Histories, 
Epistemologies, and Identities in the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic World (Stanford: Stanford UP 2001) 
and the proceedings of the conference Centre and Periphery in the Enlightenment (Groningen, 20-21 
January 2012; De Achttiende Eeuw 45:2 (2012)). There is less literature on local scholarship in the 
nineteenth century specifically; an overview of the local varieties of French historical scholarship is in 
Pim den Boer, History as a Profession: The Study of History in France 1818-1914 (Princeton: Princeton 
UP 1998), ch. 1.
36 The term ‘Grub Street’ as a designation of the literary proletariat stems from the 18th century; it be-
comes part of a history of ideas ‘from below’ in Robert Darnton, The Literary Underworld of the Old 
Regime (Cambridge (Mass.): Harvard UP 1982). Hacks who made it from Grub Street to scholarly 
status are rare, the most prominent example being the French revolutionary Brissot. The path from 
journalism to scholarship, on the other hand, was not uncommon in the early 19th century; it is the 
path followed by Thierry, Mignet, Marx.
37 Cf. Peter Vandermeersch, “Teachers”, in A History of the University in Europe Vol. II
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writing for the presses. The leading learned journals of the early 19th century were not yet 
specialist publications; in Britain, they were Reviews and Quarterlies that had a political 
profile and addressed a wider educated public in a new format, the lengthy review essay.
Throughout this study, I will refer to scholars as ‘he’ because they were almost always 
men. There were, indeed, female historians and literary figures; sometimes formidable ones 
like Staël, Belgiojoso, Mary Wollstonecraft, Catherine Macaulay, and Harriet Mill. More-
over, the role of salonnières in intellectual exchange is now well documented, and Athénaïs 
Michelet, who was her husband’s research assistant and co-author, may only be the most 
visible of many scholars’ wives in that role. Women were not categorically excluded from 
scholarly activities around 1800, but they were banned – with rare exceptions – from uni-
versities and academies and often from libraries and archives, and the role of a scholar was 
one they could not easily assert. Four women are included in Jacob Brucker’s Bilder-Sal or 
Pinacotheca Scriptorum (1741-55), a collection of a hundred portraits and biographies of 
leading scholars, available in German and Latin; but even for these four, unlike for most 
others in that collection, no institutional prerogatives and Latin publications were listed, 
and they were judged by different standards. Luise Adelgunde Gottsched, though a re-
spectable critic and translator, was included because her more famous husband first sent 
her portrait instead of his, and the precocious Laura Bassi – later the first female to hold 
a professorship, at the University of Bologna38 – was presented like a kind of rarity, for 
having impressed learned men in disputation. Women of learning could pose with books, 
even dangerous books, and Germaine de Staël could pose, quite provocatively, pen in hand; 
Émilie du Châtelet is portrayed, on the frontispiece of Voltaire’s Élémens de la Philosophie 
de Newton (1738), as the muse holding a mirror that refracts the light of Newton’s heavenly 
insight upon Voltaire’s desk. There are various late 18th-century tracts on the contribution 
that women had made or could make to letters,39 but De Staël was sui generis in the de-
gree of independence she could claim and the international outreach she had as an author. 
Recently, Jo Tollebeek has argued that the persona of the serious scholar, particularly after 
1850, is itself a strongly gendered one, celebrating such ‘male’ virtues as rationality, deter-
mination, impartial stern judgement, sense of duty, and even heroic self-sacrifice.40 With 
the professionalization of scholarship, according to Tollebeek, opportunities for women 
initially only got worse because independent scholarship was marginalized and professors 
were less and less doing their work at home, making it harder for their wives to take part 
in it.
Throughout the Early Modern period, scholars would claim allegiance to a ‘Republic 
of Letters’ that originated with Renaissance Humanism. This was essentially three things: 
38 Cf. Paula Findlen, “Science as a Career in Enlightenment Italy: The Strategies of Laura Bassi”, Isis 
84:3 (Sep. 1993), 441-469
39 [ J. de la Porte & J.E. de la Croix], Histoire Littéraire des Femmes Françoises (Paris: Lacroix 1769); An-
toine Léonard Thomas, Essai sur le Caractère, les Mœurs et l'Esprit des Femmes dans les différens Siècles 
(Paris: Moutard 1772); William Alexander, The History of Women (London: Strahan 1779)
40 Jo Tollebeek, Mannen van Karakter: De wording van de moderne geesteswetenschappen (Amsterdam: 
Bert Bakker 2011), 51-55
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a correspondence network, a symbolic economy that traded in information and prestige, and 
an imagined community. To remain informed, it was essential for a scholar to have and 
maintain a network of correspondents; the sense of community was partly materialized 
through these networks, partly expressed through dedications and laudations, and partly 
acquired through travel and visits, which were a rite de passage for young scholars.41 Anne 
41 Anne Goldgar, Impolite Learning: Community and Conduct in the Republic of Letters (New Haven and 
London: Yale UP 1995), 1-7; Anthony Grafton, “A Sketch Map of a Lost Continent: The Republic 
Image 2: The light of Newton’s philosophy refracted upon Voltaire by Émilie 
du Châtelet. Frontispiece of Voltaire, Elémens de la Philosophie de Newton (1738)
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Goldgar has described how, in the late 17th century, learned journals partly took over the 
role of correspondence, condensing the literary news in a regular format;42 indeed many 
journals have titles referring to the learned community (Nouvelles de la République des Let-
tres, Acta Eruditorum, Boekzaal van ‘t Geleerd Europa), while other titles refer to letters and 
correspondence. Dena Goodman has described how salon culture added a new element 
of sociability (and a role for women as salonnières) to it in the 18th century.43 It is an open 
question what happened to the Republic of Letters, and whether or when it ‘disappeared’. 
According to Goldgar, the philosophes destroyed the old community of learning; according 
to Goodman, they rather took it over and reinvented it. Dan Edelstein, in The Enlighten-
ment: A Genealogy, emphasizes the continuity between the two, and so does Laurence 
Brockliss in his description of the network of the local érudit Esprit Calvet.44 According 
to Kasper Risbjerg Eskildsen, however, the European ‘Republic of Letters’ had already be-
come a hollow phrase in Germany around 1700: scholars paid lip service to it and wrote 
for a German or local audience.45 There is no way of conclusively answering this question 
because the Republic was never a state that could be abolished or overthrown. The phrase 
continued to be used in the 19th century and after, and scholarly correspondence did not 
stop. The question is, rather, what scholars perceived as their first allegiance; and here there 
seems to be a shift, particularly in the decades after the French Revolution, from a sense 
of belonging to a learned community, to institutional affiliation, a national context, and a 
more abstract idea of Wissenschaft. 
Whatever happened to the Republic of Letters, by 1750 it was no longer a Republic 
with one language. Outside classical philology and theology, Latin was largely replaced 
by modern languages as a language of communication. Neither was it a European com-
munity with a shared set of interests. Its members were still corresponding and reading 
each other’s work – or at least, they were still including it in their footnotes and bibliogra-
phies – but even before the rise of nationalism, they were already increasingly operating 
within a national context. The debate on whether there was one Enlightenment or two or 
many Enlightenments still goes on,46 but the reading public of a Dresden grammarian or 
a London lexicographer would indeed have been predominantly German or British, and 
his peers would have been his educated countrymen rather than an abstract ‘Republic of 
of Letters”, in: Worlds made by Words: Scholarship and community in the modern west (Cambridge 
(Mass.): Harvarp UP 2009)
42 Goldgar, Impolite Learning, ch. 2 
43 Dena Goodman, The Republic of Letters: a Cultural History of the French Enlightenment (New York: 
Cornell UP 1994), chs. 2-3
44 Dan Edelstein, The Enlightenment: a Genealogy (Chicago/London: Chicago UP 2010), ch. 11, particu-
larly pp. 82-85; Brockliss, Calvet’s Web, introduction [“The Republic of Letters and the Enlighten-
ment”] and ch. 2
45 Kasper Risbjerg Eskildsen, “How Germany Left the Republic of Letters”, Journal of the History of 
Ideas 65:3 (2004), 421-432
46 For an overview of that debate, see John Robertson, The Case for the Enlightenment: Scotland and 
Naples, 1680-1760 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 2005), ch.1 as well as Carhart, The Science of Culture 
in Enlightenment Germany, 282-296. The most recent major contribution to that debate is Dan Edel-
stein, The Enlightenment: A Genealogy [see chs. 1-2, 15].
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Letters’. Also, the steady increase of the reading public in the 18th and 19th century may 
have not so much destroyed as diluted the notion of a Republic of Letters: when every city 
has its learned society there is less need to identify with a faraway commonwealth of the 
mind, and it is easier to maintain a sense of community as long as everyone is one or two 
correspondents away, which is possible in the relatively small, scattered, and predominant-
ly theological and philological Republic around 1700 but not in the much more diverse, 
exponentially larger learned community a century later. All the same, the notion of a ‘Re-
public of Letters’ is still a point of reference in early 19th-century debates about the role of 
academic institutes and learned journals; and as these early 19th-century journals map the 
state of learning, address a general learned audience, and consistently review works from 
abroad, there is an afterlife of the Republic of Letters in them.47
The role of the church in scholarly matters was already long in decline around 1750 
and it declined further. The learned world was still teeming with abbés, bishops, and Pfarrer, 
but that was because they could read and had spare time. Port-Royal was razed in 1710; the 
Benedictine congregation of St. Maur remained a centre of scholarly production until the 
French Revolution, but it no longer set the terms for the study of historical documents and 
monuments as it did with Dom Mabillon in the late 17th and with Dom Montfaucon in the 
early 18th century. The Jesuit order was immensely important in the 17th and 18th century 
both as a source of information about the non-Western world (particularly China) and as 
the only meritocratic intellectual career path in Catholic lands, but in the second half of 
the 18th century, the Jesuits were evicted from nearly all European countries and most of 
their missionary posts. When they returned, they were able to reinstate their educational 
programme but not to regain their privileged role in the circulation of knowledge. After 
that virtually the only significant role for religious institutions was that they held libraries 
and archives, which all too often became available when they were confiscated or forcibly 
opened. None of the journals and transactions listed in Köner’s Repertorium of papers 
in history and its auxiliary disciplines between 1800-1850 is issued by a church institute. 
Martin Rudwick, in his two-volume history of geology, repeatedly insists that churchmen 
played an active role in geological research and hence there was no conflict between reli-
gion and science, but time and again his work shows that the greatest obstacle in that field 
around 1800 was still the belief that the world was created in 4004 BCE.48 Most impor-
tantly, the church lost its control over the university curriculum; and where it kept or reas-
47 Cf. Solleveld, “Afterlives of the Republic of Letters. Learned Journals and Scholarly Community in 
the early 19th Century”, forthcoming in International Journal for History, Culture, and Modernity.
48 Martin Rudwick, Bursting the Limits of Time: The Reconstruction of Geohistory in the Age of Revolution 
(Chicago: Chicago UP 2005), 7, 183-186, 332-336; Worlds before Adam: The Reconstruction of Geohistory 
in the Age of Reform (Chicago: Chicago UP 2008), 5, 82-87. It must be stressed that Usher’s chronol-
ogy was an obstacle mainly for lack of a clear alternative, not because it was universally held to be 
true; but the continual construction of auxiliary hypotheses by Buffon, de Luc and others and the 
vituperative polemic waged against Cuvier and Lyell as “undermining religion” did not help to bring 
the discipline forward.
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serted power it stifled scholarship.49 University College London (1828) was founded partly 
because the dominance of the Anglican Church over Oxbridge was an immense obstacle to 
research and educational reform;50 in France, the alliance of Napoleon III and the Catholic 
Church resulted in the infamous 1850 Loi Falloux and the repressive regime of Hyppolite 
Fortoul (himself no mean scholar), driving many prominent intellectuals and professors 
out of their jobs and into exile.51
The identity of a scholar is shaped by two kinds of models: peers which one associates 
with, and greats whose example one sets out to follow or emulate. In scholarly work, this 
is reflected by direct references as well as by similarities in structure and form of presenta-
tion. Imitation is rarely an option: contributing to the growth of knowledge implies that 
following a model is also an attempt to improve upon that model. Throughout this study 
there are also many examples of a different, contrastive use of models: Augustin Thierry 
who promises to do something different from all historians of France before him, Voltaire 
whose Essai sur les Mœurs supplies ‘what is lacking in Bossuet’, and Jacob Grimm’s unfair 
quip about his predecessor Adelung, “dem ich fast nie nacheiferte”.52
Models in the humanities function not as theoretical frameworks of units and pa-
rameters but as examples that define a genre. In that sense, the work (and persona) of 
authors like Bayle, Montesquieu, Smith and Ranke functions like a paradigm in a weak 
sense: a model that guides rather than compels. Ranke may not have invented archival 
research, but through his insistence on it, his seminar to train in it, his journeys through 
Europe to explore archives, and the sheer weight of six decades’ worth of work, his name 
becomes shorthand for a formula: history = archive research. Ranke is exceptional in the 
degree to which he has come to be identified with such a formula and serves as an anchor-
ing point, but a similar disciplinary force is exerted by Montesquieu upon all who write a 
type of histoire philosophique well until Tocqueville, and by Bayle upon all compilers and 
lexicographers throughout the 18th century.53 The Grimm brothers wage vigorous polemic 
on their academic rivals through scathing reviews and write highly technical comprehen-
sive works with the very conscious aim to set the standard for Germanistik. This kind of 
self-stylization can only succeed, however, if there is a group of people who can follow suit. 
There are also authors with pioneering ambitions whose work fail to spark off a new or 
49 Notker Hammerstein, “Epilogue: The Enlightenment” in A History of the University in Europe Vol. II, 
627: “Those [universities] where theology retained its primacy ceased to be intellectually interesting. 
This was, broadly speaking, true of Oxford and Cambridge, as well as many French, Italian, Spanish 
and Portuguese universities”.
50 R.D. Anderson, European Universities from the Enlightenment to 1914 (Oxford: Oxford UP 2004), 94-
95
51 Ibid., 84; Den Boer, History as a Profession, 76-78, 84-85. Den Boer also sums up the Second Empire’s 
merits and protests against an overly negative Republican interpretation, but the church shares in 
none of that merit and most of the ills of the Second Empire.
52 Jacob Grimm, Geschichte der Deutschen Sprache (Leipzig: Weidmann 1848), Vorrede zur ersten 
Auflage [n.p.]
53 Tocqueville explicitly refers to Montesquieu as a model in the foreword of L’Ancien Régime et la Révo-
lution. The example of Bayle is invoked in the foreword of the Encyclopédie as well as by Eichhorn, 
Gatterer and Adelung.
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more ‘scientific’ approach because it either does not lend itself for replication, or because 
they have the bad luck of finding no followers. The most tragic example is Vico, canonized 
as the progenitor of ‘modern history’ only a century after the appearance of Scienza Nuova.
Models in this sense are inherently normative in that they embody virtues and ide-
als. One can see this in frontispiece portraits of the author with a stern or benign look, 
fashioned after classical examples and sometimes surrounded by books; or in the eulo-
gies each self-respecting academy held for its deceased members. There are, however, very 
few comprehensive expressions of what these ideals and virtues amount to – more often, 
scholarly virtues are defined negatively, through the critique of those who lack them. Texts 
that articulate scholarly ideals are often occasional texts, as when in 1783 the Berlinische 
Monatsschrift issued an essay competition on the question “Was heißt Aufklärung?”. Wil-
helm von Humboldt’s name is synonymous with Bildung, but his “Theorie der Bildung des 
Menschen” is an early five-page fragment, published posthumously.54 
A Map of the Learned World
How many scholars were there before and after 1800? It is impossible to answer that ques-
tion with any kind of statistical exactitude. Laurence Brockliss has estimated the number 
of ‘Republicans of Letters’ at the eve of the French Revolution at 30.000, a steep growth 
from a Republic of an estimated 1.200 members around 1700.55 Some figures give a closer 
indication. The clearest are those of university staff and academy membership. In addi-
tion, there is a large amount of research on Enlightenment sociability and early modern 
correspondence networks to which there is, unfortunately, hardly any counterpart with 
regard to the 19th century. Finally, there are statistics on the book trade and the circulation 
of journals.
Throughout the 1750-1850 period, there were approximately 120-150 universities in 
Europe. 56 This number is fairly constant in spite of the expulsion of the Jesuits, the ef-
fective abolition of all French universities in 1793, and the Massentod of 17 German uni-
54 In: Wilhelm von Humboldt, Gesammelte Schriften. Band I: 1785-1795 (ed. A. Leitzmann) (Berlin: 
Preußische Akademie der Wissenschaften 1903), 282-287
55 Laurence Brockliss, “Starting-out, getting-on and becoming famous in the eighteenth-century Re-
public of Letters”, in A. Holenstein et al. (eds.), Scholars in Action Vol. I, 71-100: 74. The figure of 
1.200 is from Maarten Ultee, “The Republic of Letters: Learned correspondence, 1680-1720”, The Sev-
enteenth Century 2:1 ( January 1987), 95-112: 100
56 Among these, before 1789, 35 in Germany, 20 in France, 2 in England, 4 in Scotland, 5 in the Dutch 
Republic, around 10 in the Habsburg lands, around two dozen in Italy and in Spain each. These 
figures are somewhat misleading since Oxbridge and the Scottish universities were all substantial in 
size, unlike most of the French, Italian, Spanish, and German universities. See Christophe Charle, 
“Patterns” in Walter Rüegg (ed.), A History of the University in Europe. Volume III: Universities in the 
Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries (1800-1945) (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 2004), who counts 
143 in 1789. According to R.D. Anderson, the number is especially constant during the 18th century: 
“between 1701 and 1790 twenty-nine universities were closed, merged or cut back to college status; 
twenty-eight were founded or restored.” (European Universities, 10)
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versities closed by between 1795 and 1818.57 In the 18th century, only some of these were 
centres of scholarship: Göttingen, Halle, Edinburgh, Leiden in the fields of medicine and 
philology, Jena from the 1780s. Oxford and Cambridge were certainly not. Berlin Uni-
versity, founded in 1810, quickly rose to academic prestige by attracting leading scholars 
in all fields and following the example of Jena and Göttingen of a relatively free, secular, 
and research-based curriculum;58 the universities of Bonn (re-opened 1818) and Munich 
(relocated 1826) in turn followed this model. In England, the foundation of University Col-
lege London, based upon the utilitarian ideals of Bentham, the Mills, and George Grote, 
broke the Oxbridge duopoly. The French universities, reinstalled under Napoleon as de-
partments of the université imperiale and nominally one university until 1896, continued to 
concentrate on teaching; still the leading French scholars of the 19th century nearly all held 
university positions, as they had not during the 18th. The Italian and Spanish universities, 
for the greater part, continued to be small, ailing, and dominated by the clergy.
There is no simple sum from the number of universities to the number of schol-
ars. University staff ranged from less than ten to several dozen professors, even at major 
universities such as Göttingen, Halle, Leiden, Edinburgh, Oxford and Cambridge; Berlin 
had 36 professors and 11 Privatdozenten at its foundation in 1810; Paris, by far the greatest 
university throughout the period, had 11 professors in the faculty of letters even in 1865. 
According to Paul Gerbod’s educated guess, there were approx. 5000 university teachers in 
Europe in 1840 (the first year for which we have statistics for each country, if incomplete).59 
Though the humanities would dominate the arts curriculum and play an important role in 
the faculties of law and theology, a lot of that curriculum was simply churned from hand-
books. At the larger universities (the dozen or so with around a thousand students) profes-
sors would normally write books; at the smaller ones, they would do so occasionally, very 
much depending on the availability of source material and funding for printing (through 
subscription or sponsors, if not self-funded).
The number of academies, on the other hand, is a much surer indicator of scholarly 
activity, because academies held sessions and published proceedings. The Scholarly Societies 
Project lists 428 of them throughout Europe in the 1740-1849 period, the bulk of them 
new creations.60 Some of these are academies of agriculture or fine arts, or societies of 
57 R. Steven Turner, “Universitäten”, in K.-E. Jeismann & P. Lundgren (eds.), Handbuch der Deutschen 
Bildungsgeschichte. Band III: 1800-1870 (München: Beck 1987), 221-222.
58 There is a lot of dispute on whether Berlin University embodied a new model of academic freedom 
and unity of research and teaching. This view has been expounded by Paulsen, Geschichte des gelehrten 
Unterrichts (1885) and Die deutschen Universitäten und das Universitätsstudium (1902), and propagat-
ed by the two volumes issued by the Friedrich-Wilhelms/Humboldt-Universität on the occasion 
of its 150th birthday, Studium Berolinese and Idee und Wirklichkeit einer Universität: Dokumente zur 
Geschichte der Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität (1960). The contributors of Humboldt International (cf. 
n3) univocally reject it as a “Humboldt Myth”. 
59 Quoted in Matti Klinge, chapter “Teachers” in Rüegg (ed.), A History of the University in Europe Vol. 
III, 128
60 http://www.scholarly-societies.org/history/ [accessed 21 July 2013; since taken offline, but still avail-
able through the Internet Archive wayback machine]
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surgeons, and there are mergers and relocations, but a good half of them had at least a 
section concerned with what we would now call the humanities. Here, there is a substantial 
increase in scholarly production: Wilhelm Köner’s Repertorium of papers in history and its 
auxiliary disciplines between 1800-1850 sums up approx. 280 periodicals, the majority of 
them founded during that period, and almost all related to societies and academies.61 Since 
the auxiliary disciplines already cover a good part of the humanities, and most philologists 
and linguists would publish in those same journals, this is a good indication of the size of 
the scholarly field, even though Köner is criticized in Lasteyrie’s later bibliography as being 
far from complete. Equally, most of the French academies and societies listed in Lasteyrie’s 
Bibliographie générale des travaux historiques et archéologiques publiées par les sociétés savantes 
de la France were founded after 1800, and according to Lasteyrie, “their number tripled or 
quadrupled” in the 1850-1880 period.62 The general pattern is that each journal would have 
a hard core of a few very productive members, and a few dozen regular contributors.  One 
can safely conclude, judging from numbers alone, that outside Germany the university has 
not yet quite replaced academies and societies as the nexus of research in the first half of 
the 19th century.
Learned correspondence takes on a different meaning in the 18th and early 19th century. 
The early modern learned world was a correspondence network; letters were circulated, 
written off, and bundled together, and to be in correspondence with nodal figures was 
an unofficial recognition of one’s status as a scholar.63 In short, correspondence was semi-
public. The genre of the ‘open letter’, appearing in a journal or as a small book publication, 
is itself an indication of the shift in scholarly communication; it mimics the letter format in 
a more public form of communication. In the 19th century, correspondence becomes public 
only as part of the canonization of scholars, when their letters are published posthumously. 
Samuel Johnson already complains of this trend, but his complaint is about triviality.64 
Boswell’s Life of Johnson, in which he is quoted complaining, is itself a compound of 
his correspondence, intended both for the lay reader and posterity; the later genre of 
Briefwechsel belongs to an age in which academic predecessors have themselves become 
objects of study. 
61 Wilhelm Köner, Repertorium über die vom Jahre 1800 bis zum Jahre 1850 in akademischen Abhand-
lungen, Gesellschaftsschriften und wissenschaftlichen Journale auf dem Gebiete der Geschichte und ihrer 
Hülfswissenschaften erschienenen Aufsätze, Vol. I (Berlin: Nicolaï 1852), ix-xxxiv. The number varies 
depending on whether you count continuations under a different name, Beihefte etc. 
62 Robert de Lasteyrie, Bibliographie générale des travaux historiques et archéologiques publiées par les so-
ciétés savantes de la France, Vol. I (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale 1888), ii-iii. In all, Köner lists 25,825 
papers, Lasteyrie 83,792 for France alone from the late 17th century until 1880. 
63 Brockliss, “Starting-out, getting-on and becoming famous in the eighteenth-century Republic of Let-
ters” describes how Calvet, a local antiquary from Aix-en-Provence, is milked by his Parisian cor-
respondent Caylus, who as a leading academician and compiler of the Receuil des Antiquités is in a 
position to extract information from local informants like Calvet without much reciprocity.
64 “It is now become so much the fashion to publish letters, that in order to avoid it, I put as little into 
mine as I can”; Johnson quoted by James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson (London: Davis 1820 
[1791]), 775
34
The amount of correspondence did not decrease: Voltaire and Grimm both wrote 
more than 20,000 letters, and both had a Europe-wide (in Voltaire’s case, even transatlan-
tic) network. But there is a human limit to the amount of letters you can write, and so there 
is no way for a single correspondent, even the most central, to keep up with the growth of 
the learned world. The early modern learned world is comprehended (if not exhaustively) 
in the databases of Early Modern Letters Online, ePistolarium, and Mapping the Republic of 
Letters; a database that comprehends the learned correspondence of the early 19th century 
would have to be more selective, or much larger. The online Encyclopaedia of Romantic Na-
tionalism in Europe covers some 800 correspondents as compared to EMLO’s 12,000, and 
only offers metadata.  
Meanwhile, the introduction of woodpulp paper (1799), stereotype printing (1800), 
and the steam press (1812) drastically increased productivity and sank book prices. In Da-
ru’s Tableaux Statistiques des Produits de l’Imprimerie (1827), one can see the amount of 
books devoted to belles-lettres and histoire more than double between 1815 and 1825, topping 
at 1336 titles devoted to various branches of history and 959 in the subsection philologie, 
critiques, mélanges, polygraphes, bibliographie in 1824.65 This contrasts sharply with a total 
annual book production of 900-1000 titles in France in the decades before the revolution, 
of which less than 200 historical.66 The university library of Göttingen, under the direc-
torate of Christian Gottlob Heyne, grew from 60.000 books in 1763 to 200.000 in 1812, 
by far the biggest university library of its time;67 by the end of the 19th century, the British 
Library and the Bibliothèque Nationale contained one and two million books respectively. 
A Scientific Revolution?
The world of early modern scholarship is not a static one. Attacks on humanism, anti-
quarianism and the vain pursuit of erudition date back as early as Bacon and Descartes. 
The theological battles between – and within – Protestantism and Catholicism that fired 
16th/17th-century historical and philological scholarship end in stalemate, but the divides 
and the rivalry remain. Some research programmes run dead in the 17th century, like the 
science of chronology as practiced by Kepler and Scaliger, or the science of music as prac-
ticed by Vicenzo Galilei and Christiaan Huygens.68 The turn of the 18th century sees the 
65 Pierre (comte) Daru, Notions Statistiques sur la Librairie pour server à la Discussion des Lois sur la Presse 
(Paris: Firmin Didot 1827). The increase is even sharper if the years 1813-14 are taken into account, but 
those were years of occupation and regime change. Likewise, there is a peak in historical production 
in 1815, but this is entirely due to the subcategory ‘politique et polémique’.  Note that for Daru in 1827 
still, “le premier élément de la papeterie est le chiffon” (p. 25) – that is, rags, not woodpulp.
66 Pim den Boer, History as a Profession, 4-5. Den Boer gives the figure of 18,7 % of total book production 
devoted to history in 1784-88.
67 Erhardt Mauersberger: “Universitäts- und Landesbibliothek Sachsen-Anhalt”, in B. Fabian (ed.) 
Handbuch der historischen Buchbestände in Deutschland Vol. II.1 (Hildesheim: Olms-Weidmann 1998)
68 Cf. Grafton, Defenders of the Text; Floris Cohen, Quantifying Music: The Science of Music at the First 
Stage of the Scientific Revolution (Dordrecht: Reidel 1984)
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Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes and the Battle of the Books, as well as a transnational 
‘Pyrrhonist controversy’ which is both about philosophical skepticism and about the re-
liability of historical records. The rise of academies and learned journals in the late 17th 
century gives a new meaning and structure to the Republic of Letters; in the mid-18th 
century it becomes a contested concept, appropriated by the very philosophes who reject 
some of its humanistic core ideals, while a scholastic system of the seven arts and the four 
faculties still obtains at the universities. The Encyclopédie of Diderot and d’Alembert, that 
unlikely – costly, unwieldy – bestseller of the second half of the 18th century, is widely 
regarded as the signpost of a new age in information management, and it polemically puts 
technical on the same level as theoretical knowledge, while marginalizing erudite learning; 
at the same time, it adheres to a distinctly early modern ideal of presenting All there is to 
Know, and still attempts to fit all knowledge into an updated version of the Baconian tree, 
that 17th-century rival to the scholastic model. The situation up to the middle of the 18th 
century is, in short, chaotic.
That world has not entirely disappeared even today. The humanities, in spite of all 
compartmentalization and specialization, still carry on the pursuit of erudition, much more 
so than the sciences. Equally, the university still bears the imprint of its scholastic origins. 
But some of the chaos has dissolved. By the middle of the 19th century, and particularly 
after 1870, it has become increasingly difficult to be a scholar independent from the univer-
sity. The sheer mass of knowledge and academic production has increased exponentially. 
Much of humanities research has become what Thomas Kuhn called ‘normal science’, a 
research practice bent on solving well-delineated ‘puzzles’ and distinguishing between good 
scholarship, bad scholarship, and work that does not count as ‘scholarship’ at all. Chapter 
2 investigates to what extent there already was such a practice in the humanities in the 18th 
century, but even if there was, it was much more diffuse than the professional scholarship 
instituted in the course of the 18th century. 
Was there ever a scientific revolution in the humanities? The term ‘revolution’ is rarely 
used in relation to such disciplines as history, linguistics or philology, if only because the 
Anglo-Saxon term ‘sciences’ does not cover them; the most notable recent exceptions are 
Konrad Koerner on the concept of revolution in linguistics and Michael Carhart on the 
emergence of a ‘science of culture’ in Enlightenment Germany.69 However, several – mainly 
German – authors have spoken of ‘paradigm shifts’ in the historical sciences around 1800.70 
69 E.F.K. Koerner, “The Concept of ‘Revolution’ in Linguistics: Historical, methodological and philo-
sophical issues”, in id., Linguistic Historiography: Projects & Prospects (Amsterdam/Philadelphia 1999). 
Michael Carhart, The Science of Culture in Enlightenment Germany (Cambridge (Mass.) and London: 
Harvard UP 2007), ch. 8 is titled ‘A Scientific Revolution’ – though the ‘science of culture’ or ‘human 
science’ he sees emerging is social science rather than humanities, and he adds that “It is doubtful 
whether the human sciences reached their modern configurations before Wundt, Boas, Durckheim, 
Schleicher, and Saussure” (p. 297). 
70 Gabriele Bickendorf, Der Beginn der Kunstgeschichtsschreibung unter dem Paradigma "Geschichte" 
(Worms: Wernersche Verlagsgesellschaft 1985); Hans-Jürgen Pandel, Historik und Didaktik. Das 
Problem der Distribution historiographisch erzeugten Wissens von der deutschen Spätaufklärung zum 
Historismus (1765-1830) (Stuttgart: frommann-holzboog 1990); Stefan Jordan, “Die Sattelzeit: Trans-
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Andrew Cunningham and Perry Williams argue that the origins of ‘science’ in its modern 
shape “can be located in Western Europe in the period sometimes known as the Age of 
Revolutions – approximately 1760-1848”,71 a period that others have called a ‘second scien-
tific revolution’ (a term Cunningham and Williams disavow).72 There are reasons to speak 
of a scientific revolution in the humanities at large as well. With the opening of archives, 
the dissolution of monasteries, the ongoing exploration of the non-Western world, and 
the decipherment of hieroglyphs and cuneiform, there has been a massive increase of in-
formation; the French Revolution and the Prussian Bildungsreform have brought irrevers-
ible institutional change; the rise of nationalism, itself articulated partly through works of 
scholarship, has changed rhetoric and ideology in the study of history and literature. Some 
of the revolutionary rhetoric in the humanities around 1800 – certainly not all of it – is 
fulfilled by subsequent developments; later 19th-century scholars reinforce this rhetoric by 
speaking of a revolution, in some cases even of a révolution scientifique, and by comparing 
their predecessors with Bacon, Copernicus, Kepler, and Brahe.73
The term ‘scientific revolution’ has a problematic status within the history and philos-
ophy of science at large. It has been dismissed as favouring a heroic narrative of scientific 
breakthroughs and priming historians to identify ‘anticipations’ and ‘first steps’ which only 
exist in retrospect, resulting in a distorted, anachronistic ‘Whig History’ perspective. A 
1990 volume, Reappraisals of the Scientific Revolution, challenged the “ubiquitous metaphor 
of Scientific Revolution” in favour of a ‘new historicism’ that replaces “conceptual vignettes 
and broadly brushstroked stories” with “detailed studies and reformulations”;74 Katherine 
Park and Lorraine Daston removed the word from the third volume of the Cambridge His-
tory of Science.75 Still, with these caveats in mind, it makes sense to ask to what extent the 
formation des Denkens oder revolutionärer Paradigmenwechsel?” (see n2); Martin Gierl, “Change of 
Paradigm as a Squabble between Institutions” (see n17)
71 Andrew Cunningham and Perry Williams, “Decentering the ‘Big Picture’: ‘The Origins of Modern 
Science’ and the Modern Origins of Science”, The British Journal for the History of Science 26:4 (1993), 
407-432: 418
72 Ibid., 428. Cunningham and Williams quote I. Bernhard Cohen, Revolution in Science (1985), locating 
the first use of that term in a 1961 article by Thomas Kuhn. Cf. Hahn, The Anatomy of a Scientific In-
stitution: the Paris Academy of Sciences, 1666-1808 (Berkeley: University of California Press 1971), 275; 
Giovanni Bellone, A World on Paper: Studies on the Scientific Revolution (Cambridge (Mass.): MIT 
Press 1980 [1976])
73 Cf. Solleveld, “How to make a Revolution. Revolutionary Rhetoric in the Humanities around 1800”, 
in: History of Humanities 1:2 (2016), 277-301. All these cases will be discussed in later chapters. The 
term révolution scientifique is used by Augustin Thierry in Considérations sur l’Histoire de France (1840). 
Max Muller compares Schlegel to Copernicus; Droysen calls Humboldt the ‘Bacon of history’; Mill 
compares Thierry and Guizot, as predecessors of Michelet, to ‘the empirical Tycho [Brahe]’ and ‘the 
theorizer Kepler’.
74 Robert Westman and David Lindberg, “Introduction”, in R. Westman & D. Lindberg (eds.), Reap-
praisals of the Scientific Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 1990), xviii-xx; cf. Nicholas Jardine’s 
review essay, “Writing off the Scientific Revolution”, Journal for the History of Astronomy 22 (1991), 
311-318
75 “The omission [in this volume] that is likely to arouse the most surprise in the title itself: where is the 
Scientific Revolution? Our avoidance of the phrase is intentional. The cumulative force of scholarship 
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transformation of the humanities was a gradual or radical change, and to what extent the 
developments in various countries and disciplines were coherently related to each other. 
For most of the 20th century, there has been a tacit consensus among historians of scholar-
ship which I have described in earlier work as the ‘Standard Account’:
The Standard Account: Around 1800, a wholesale ‘historical turn’ took place in the study of 
language, history, and culture, emphasizing the particular over the general, infused with a 
sense of ‘national character’ and cultural/historical relativity. This development originated 
with the insights of mainly German Enlightenment and Romantic thinkers into the or-
ganic and expressive nature of language (Hamann and Herder), the historical relativity of 
culture and morale (Vico and Herder) and the sublime character of art (Winckelmann, 
Schelling). As such, this development is intimately connected to German Romanticism 
and the rise of nationalism.76
Although the consensus has begun to crumble in recent years, it still informs much schol-
arship as a tacit assumption.77 The Standard Account originates with a neo-Kantian tra-
dition stretching from Dilthey’s Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschaften (1883) and Pauls-
en’s history of German academia (Geschichte des gelehrten Unterrichts, 1885; Die deutschen 
Universitäten und das Universitätsstudium, 1902) to Meinecke’s Entstehung des Historismus 
(1936) and Cassirer’s Zur Logik der Kulturwissenschaften (1942). As a set of assumptions 
underlying current research, it is redescribed in terms of Isaiah Berlin’s notion of a ‘Coun-
ter-Enlightenment’, Hans-Georg Gadamer’s description of a ‘hermeneutic tradition’ in 
Wahrheit und Methode, and Foucault’s notion of an epistemic break mentioned earlier. 
Taken together (mutatis mutandis), the Standard Account amounts to the description of 
a structural, institutional, conceptual and ideological break affecting all domains of the 
humanities – what one could just as well call a scientific revolution.
There are few if any outspoken proponents of the Standard Account as such. It exists 
mainly as a set of assumptions from which scholars can pick and choose, and which are 
since the 1990s has been to insert skeptical questions after each word of this ringing three-word-
phrase, including the definite article. It is no longer clear that there was any coherent enterprise in 
the early modern period that can be identified with modern science, or that the transformations 
in question were as explosive and discontinuous as the analogy with political revolution implies, or 
that those transformations were unique in intellectual magnitude and cultural significance.” Lorraine 
Daston and Katherine Park, “Introduction: The Age of the New” in L. Daston & K. Park (eds.), 
The Cambridge History of Science. Volume III: The Early Modern Period (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 
2006), 12-13.
76 Solleveld, “Conceptual Change in the History of the Humanities”, Studium 7:4 (2014), 223-239. The 
term ‘Standard Account’ is borrowed from Hacking, Historical Ontology.
77 Scholars that agree with the Standard Account on all points include Joep Leerssen (National Thought 
in Europe: A cultural history, 2006), Frederick Beiser (The German Tradition of Historicism, 2011), The-
odore Ziolkowski (German Romanticism and its Institutions, 1990), and of course Georges Gusdorf 
(Les Sciences humaines et la Pensée européenne, 1966-88). More implicit endorsement is in Zammito, 
Kant, Herder, and the Birth of Anthropology (2002), Hayden White, Metahistory (1971) and Richard 
Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979).
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made explicit mainly when they are being attacked.78 Most researchers are aware that it is 
a slightly whiggish and Germanocentric account, but that is not the issue. The Standard 
Account is flexible enough to admit of a variety of approaches, perspectives, and nuances; 
even those who do not really believe in it can still follow it as a guideline, in accordance 
with the old wisdom that a bad plan is better than no plan. The virtue of asking whether 
there was a scientific revolution in the humanities is that it not only forces us to make 
explicit these assumptions and the problems inherent to the Standard Account, but that it 
also raises the question how else we could give a coherent account of the transformation of 
the humanities. In the face of criticism of these assumptions, there are four options which 
present themselves:
1. In spite of all criticism, the Standard Account is largely correct.
2. There was a revolution, but it was different.
3. There was not one revolution, but several revolutions and revolutionary events – 
events that do not make part of one coherent whole but still resulted in a general 
conceptual change.
4. There was no revolution in the humanities whatsoever. Either there was only a grad-
ual change, or the revolutionary changes took place on a different (political/social/
institutional/cultural) level.
The options need not be equally plausible but the choice between them remains somewhat 
arbitrary. Everyone who is familiar with the subject will find no difficulty in constructing 
an argument for each of these four positions; and as ‘revolution’ is a rather malleable met-
aphor, one can always move the target by attributing more relative weight to resemblances 
or differences over time, or by starting a semantic debate about the meaning of ‘revolution’. 
Still, if my formulation of the ‘Standard Account’ is correct, the question whether there 
was indeed a scientific revolution in the humanities is impossible to ignore. It is the only 
way to summarize the analysis of the transformation of the humanities in a yes-no-ques-
tion. The relevance of that question, however, is not so much in whether you wish to call 
it that way but in the dynamics of conceptual innovation: to what extent, and how, the 
transformation of the humanities brought forth new ideas.
78 Peter Burke describes the rise of Ranke’s predominantly political archival history as destructive of the 
multiversal, more culturally oriented approaches to history in the late Enlightenment (“Ranke the 
reactionary”, in G. Iggers & J. Powell (eds.), Leopold von Ranke and the shaping of the historical disci-
pline (Syracuse (NY): Syracuse UP 1990), 36-44). Hans Aarsleff disputes the idea that “the modern 
study of language was created in the second decade of the nineteenth century by such figures as Bopp, 
Rask, and Grimm […] that Germany was the home and source of language study” (From Locke to 
Saussure: Essays on the study of language and intellectual history (London: Athlone 1982), 5). Pim den 
Boer denies the pivotal role of the Humboldt reform as a myth propagated by Paulsen’s Geschichte des 
gelehrten Unterrichts auf den deutschen Schulen und Universitäten (1885) (“Neohumanism: Concepts, 
ideas, identities, identification”, in P. Den Boer, M. Haagsma & E. Moormann (eds.), The impact 
of classical Greece on European and national identities (Amsterdam: Gieben 2003), 3). Rens Bod, A 
Modern History of the Humanities explicitly rejects the idea of a scientific revolution in the humanities 
around 1800 in a postscript.
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Whatever happened to the humanities in the century around 1800, it was not a Sci-
entific Revolution in Thomas Kuhn’s sense. A paradigm shift, as defined in The Structure 
of Scientific Revolutions, makes results before and after incommensurable; a Copernican cos-
mos is something incomparably different from a Ptolemaic cosmos, in that different units 
and measures apply to it. In the humanities, units and measures never had the degree of 
exactitude to become wholly incommensurable, if ‘units and measures’ are the proper term 
for the conceptual apparatus in the study of history, language, and culture at all. Equally, 
the occurrence of an ‘epistemic break’ as Michel Foucault surmised in the late 1960s is high-
ly implausible. That hypothesis always made too much of how knowledge is structured 
by a conceptual scheme or ‘epistème’, and left the causes and origins of epistemic breaks 
completely in the dark.
In earlier work, I have argued for an integrated approach to how information is trans-
formed into knowledge in the humanities: how it is gathered, arranged, incorporated in an 
argument or overview, presented as something that counts as knowledge, and scrutinized 
as such.79 In the second half of the introduction, I shall elaborate this further. The aim 
of this approach is to describe the dynamics of conceptual innovation in the humanities 
in a way that allows for both continuities and ruptures – to make the shift in ideas and 
ways of thinking less mysterious. This provides an alternative for speaking about ‘scientific 
revolutions’, but it does not rule out the possibility that there was one. To avoid the con-
ceptual complications entailed by the term ‘scientific revolution’, the transformation of the 
humanities can perhaps better be described as a scientification process, or more appropriate-
ly, Verwissenschaftlichung. Still, I will continue to use Kuhnian terminology comparatively, 
since rejecting Kuhn’s account of paradigm shifts does not disqualify Kuhn’s description 
of ‘normal science’ or a less holistic notion of paradigms. I will do so especially in chapter 2 
about forms of ‘normal science’ in the 18th-century humanities; chapters 5 and 7 come back 
to the issue of how to describe the emergence of historical-comparative linguistics and the 
rise of historicism if not as a paradigm shift. 
Enlightenment, Romanticism, and Conceptual Change
By defining the subject matter as ideals and practices of scholarship ‘between Enlighten-
ment and Romanticism’, this study situates the transformation of the humanities in the 
wider history of culture and mentalities. But this definition also begs the question about 
conceptual change. The extent to which the transformation of the humanities was rev-
olutionary not merely depends on bringing forth new ideas but also on whether these 
ideas caught hold. Friedrich Schlegel, as a young revolutionary firebrand in 1798, writes 
in Athenäum: “Die Französische Revolution, Fichte’s Wissenschaftlehre, und Goethe’s 
79 Solleveld, “What Books are made of. Scholarship and Intertextuality in the History of the Humani-
ties”, in R. Bod, J. Maat & T. Weststeijn (eds.), The Making of the Humanities. Vol. III: The Making of 
the Modern Humanities (Amsterdam: Amsterdam UP 2014), 265-279
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Meister sind die größten Tendenzen des Zeitalters”.80 Friedrich Engels, in more sober ret-
rospect, described the three great upheavals of the age as “the French political revolution, 
the British industrial revolution, and the German philosophical revolution”.81
The terms ‘Enlightenment’ and ‘Romanticism’ are fairly common devices to describe 
the intellectual climate in the (late) 18th and early 19th century, and, as an oppositional pair, 
to characterize the conceptual divide between the 18th and the 19th century. They are also, 
for quite the same reason, deeply problematic terms. Neither Enlightenment nor Romanti-
cism could count as a ‘theory’ proper. Explicit programmatic formulations of their content 
are rare; Kant’s prize essay on the question “Was ist Aufklärung” (1784) owes at least part 
of its fame to the fact that no such text had been written before, although the metaphor 
les lumières had been around for a century. Friedrich Schlegel’s Athenäums-Fragment Nr. 
116, on the other hand, which defines romantic poetry as a “progressive Universalpoesie” 
that unites “Poesie und Prosa, Genialität und Kritik, Kunstpoesie und Naturpoesie”,82 is a 
birth certificate of the Romantic movement indeed, but the Athenäums-Fragmente describe 
something quite different from what we would now associate with Romanticism: not a 
pathetic cult of love and passion over reason but a highly intellectualist programme, to 
which the notion of Bildung is central and which has only a hint of Sturm und Drang and 
Blut und Boden.
Enlightenment and Romanticism are problematic notions in the history of scholar-
ship in different ways. The main debate regarding the Enlightenment is whether it was in-
deed a unitary phenomenon with an agenda of progress, self-improvement, and reason as 
opposed to faith and despotism at its core. One central question in this debate is whether 
there was one European Enlightenment or many local varieties of Enlightenment, Lumi, 
Lumières, Ilustración, Verlichting, and Aufklärung; another partially overlapping discussion 
is about Margaret Jacob’s and Jonathan Israel’s distinction between a ‘moderate’ and a ‘rad-
ical’ Enlightenment.83 This debate is not directly about changes in scholarly method and 
content; it does not directly affect our understanding of those changes. Most scholars of 
the late 18th century believed in reason and self-improvement, and some held more out-
spoken radical or moderate convictions; in this regard, the question whether there was 
one Enlightenment or many is largely one of audience and diffusion. It does, however, 
become a more pressing concern once one views the Enlightenment as largely the product 
80 Friedrich Schlegel, “Fragmente”, Athenäum I:2 (1798), 179-322: 232 [Fragment 216]
81 “Die industrielle Revolution hat für England dieselbe Bedeutung wie die politische Revolution für 
Frankreich und die philosophische für Deutschland.” Friedrich Engels, Die Lage der Arbeitenden 
Klasse in England (Leipzig: Wigand 1845), 28. Quoted in Peter Galison, The Objective Image (Inaugu-
ral address, Utrecht University 2010).
82 “Athenäums-Fragmente”, 204
83 Jonathan Israel is particularly critical of attempts to divide up the Enlightenment regionally in the 
introductory part of Enlightenment Contested (Oxford: Oxford UP 2006; specifically pp. 15-26), the 
second volume of his Enlightenment trilogy. The main difference between Israel’s and Margaret Ja-
cob’s concept of radical Enlightenment is that Jacob gives a crucial role to ‘sociability’ [i.e. salons, soci-
eties, and other new forms of social interaction] which according to Israel is “one gigantic red herring” 
(Democratic Enlightenment (Oxford: Oxford UP 2011), 5). 
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of learned men, and articulated through learned works; and even more complicated be-
cause not all these learned men were scholars in the strict sense, while the line between 
scholarship and a broader range of intellectual and literary activities, all known as lettres, is 
near impossible to draw. Add to this the rhetoric of leading Enlightenment figures against 
traditional scholarship (‘erudition’, ‘pedantry’) and it becomes clear that Enlightenment and 
scholarship are a troubled couple. This is why understanding the standards and varieties of 
Enlightenment scholarship helps understanding the Enlightenment.
Romanticism, in its way, was also the product of learned men who engaged in schol-
arly activities. Friedrich Schlegel was a polymath whose activities ranged from art history 
and literary criticism to linguistics, the study of the classics, and Sanskrit philology; No-
valis wrote the Fichte-Studien (1795-96); Coleridge championed Kant and formulated his 
own philosophy of literature in Biographia Literaria (1817); Chateaubriand also wrote an 
Essai sur les Révolutions (1797); Lamartine, the later historian and statesman, first gained 
fame as author of the intensely Romantic Le Lac; the Romantic imagination was fueled by 
a massive increase in national philology and the publication of national epics after 1800. 
In short, the Romantics were not the bag of pathetic obscurantists that Heinrich Heine 
immortalized in Die Romantische Schule (1835). Still, the caricature is not entirely unjust: 
there was indeed a Romantic cult of feeling over reason which is somewhat at odds with 
its scholarly programme, and Romanticism did indeed attribute a privileged position to 
music, poetry and art. This makes ‘Romantic scholarship’ a different kind of complicated 
relationship; moreover, Romantic ideals were never as common among 19th-century schol-
ars as Enlightenment ideals were among those of the 18th.
Although the impact of the Romantic movement makes itself felt in the humanities 
throughout the 19th century, the idealistic fervour of the first generation has already be-
come an embarrassment to German Altertumswissenschaftler in the 1820s.84 In formulating, 
for the first time, a ‘philosophy of art’ and in elevating art criticism to the level of a nec-
essary complement to the art works themselves, the Romantic movement gave a massive 
impulse to the study of art, music, and poetry, but in emancipating these fields of study, 
it also paved the way for a professional art history, musicology, and philology in which 
such normative judgements were marked as ‘speculative’. If Enlightenment and scholarship 
are a troubled couple, here is an open conflict between Romantic ideals and subsequent 
scholarly practices. On the whole, it is much easier to speak of the 18th century as an ‘Age 
of Enlightenment’ than to speak of the 19th century as an ‘Age of Romanticism’. By 1830, 
Romanticism has effectively become popular culture and has ceased to be intellectually 
innovative; Heine is already writing in hindsight.
The dynamics between scholarly ideals and practices cannot be reduced to a matter of 
Enlightenment and Romanticism. In the 19th century, there is a range of outspoken polit-
ical ideologies that inform scholarship which did not exist as such before the French Rev-
olution: conservatism, liberalism, nationalism, various branches of radicalism, and from 
the 1830s onward, socialism. Unsurprisingly, these have their greatest influence within his-
84 Marchand, Down from Olympus, ch. 2: “From Ideals to Institutions”. 
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toriography; most of 19th-century French historiography, in particular, is fighting out the 
French Revolution again. Like Enlightenment and Romanticism, these ideologies derive 
their formulation and a good deal of their content from the work of scholars, or more 
precisely from learned men who also engaged in scholarly pursuits: Burke, Godwin, Mill, 
Proudhon, Tocqueville and Marx were not academics and too worldly to present them-
selves as scholars in the old sense, but their works do belong to the history of scholarship.
Romanticism is spread across the whole political spectrum, from the radicalism of the 
Lake Poets to Chateaubriand’s conservatism; but the political ideology to which it is most 
directly linked, and which it (at least) partly shaped, is nationalism. National thinking had 
been around long before 1800: Tacitus’ Germania was among the first (and most) printed 
books after the Gutenberg bible, and university students congregated in nationes since the 
Middle Ages. In the 18th century, it took the shape of Republican patriotism, theories of na-
tional character, war propaganda, and mid-century uprisings in Scotland and Corsica. But 
in the decades after the French Revolution it became something different: a Europe-wide 
phenomenon that found expression in government policies as well as revolutionary pam-
phlets, public architecture and performing arts as well as painting, pamphlets, poems, and 
scholarly forewords. It became an active political force on an unprecedented scale, impos-
ing national systems of education, conscription, and a standardized language upon ‘the 
people’.85 Consequently it means something different to use the words ‘German’, ‘French’, 
‘English’ in a book title in the 19th century than it means in the 18th, and to publish a book 
called Teutschland und die Revolution, as Joseph Görres did in 1819, becomes a performative 
act of trying to create ‘Germany’.
Nationalism is exceptional among the political ideologies of the 19th century because 
it is not a political ‘programme’ like conservatism, liberalism, or socialism, because its man-
ifestations are culturally much more diverse and emotionally much more extreme, and 
because its rise to political prominence is so sudden that it calls for explanation. Conserva-
tism (as the defence of the old regime and institutionalized religion) and liberalism (as the 
defence of civil liberties, the public good, and the interests of the emergent bourgeoisie) are 
perfectly logical responses to the new political situation after the French Revolution, and if 
socialism took a while longer to flesh out, there is nothing mysterious about its origins in 
Jacobinism, radicalism and the Industrial Revolution. It is not a puzzle why Burke wrote 
Reflections on the Revolution in France, Godwin the Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, 
or Mill On Liberty. Nationalism is a puzzle, the subject of competing theories about the 
‘origins of nationalism’.86 It is a puzzle that cannot be solved by arguing over which scholar 
85 David Bell, The Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing Nationalism, 1680-1800 (Cambridge (Mass.) & 
London: Harvard UP 2003)
86 There is a lively debate on ‘the origins of nationalism’. Ernest Gellner (Thought and Change, 1964; Na-
tions and Nationalism, 1983) describes nationalism as the natural outcome of the modernizing process, 
in which every modern state requires educated citizens and a bureaucracy, and hence some degree 
of national uniformity at least on the level of language and education; Benedict Anderson, taking a 
more anthropological perspective, describes the rise of Imagined Communities (1983) that emerge with 
the growth of a reading public; Eric Hobsbawm has coined the phrase ‘the invention of tradition’ to 
describe the construction of national identities in the 19th century; Isaiah Berlin finds its origin in 
43
first expressed or anticipated ideas about a national spirit contained in a language, or about 
‘positive liberty’ as the will of the collective, or about authentic popular culture; but to the 
extent that such notions were coined in the study of language, history, and national liter-
ature, and were part of the development of a ‘science of culture’, the transformation of the 
humanities is part of that puzzle.
Two further aspects of the Enlightenment-Romanticism divide are relevant for this 
study. The first is specific to the German context and relates to the notion of Bildung. The 
second concerns different conceptions of history that inform 18th- and 19th-century histo-
riography as well as other ‘historical disciplines’, such as art history and historical-compara-
tive linguistics. 
The notion of Bildung originates with German Enlightenment Popularphilosophie: it 
emphasizes the emancipation of the individual through education. Moses Mendelssohn, 
writing for the same essay competition as Kant, answers the question Was ist Aufklärung? 
with a definition: “Bildung zerfällt in Kultur und Aufklärung”.87 Herder, whose Ideen de-
scribe the Bildung of mankind through language, tradition and culture, was perceived by 
his contemporaries as a Popularphilosoph.88  However, according to Koselleck, the notion 
of Bildung not only emerged from German Enlightenment thought but also replaced the 
notion of Aufklärung: it was much more adequate to the emancipatory needs of the Ger-
man reading public because it laid more emphasis on the role of the individual through 
self-education, and because it covered a much wider space of human experience and activity, 
not just the exercise of reason but also emotion and taste.89
In the 1790s, Bildung becomes part of German Idealism and Early Romanticism’s 
programme for self-realization: a programme that aims to fill the gaps in Kant’s critical 
philosophy by finding a foundation for knowledge in the self, and by reconciling mind with 
nature. This is the notion of Bildung that recurs in Schiller’s Über die Ästhetische Erziehung 
des Menschen, Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre, Schelling’s System des Transzendentalen Idealis-
the ‘Counter-Enlightenment’ thought of Hamann and Herder, and in Rousseau’s philosophy of the 
General Will. Joep Leerssen, who follows essentially the same diffusionist (‘trickle-down’) model as 
Berlin, has developed the online Encyclopaedia of Romantic Nationalism in Europe database to track 
the spread of nationalist ideas among Romantic intellectuals, philologists and poets; Caspar Hirschi, 
The Origins of Nationalism (2012) rejects all these ‘modernist’ positions which present nationalism 
largely like a 19th-century construct, and emphasizes the continuity between Roman patriotism and 
national thought in the late Middle Ages and Renaissance. Still, the positions that modern nation-
alism has early modern antecedents and that it is a 19th-century construct are not wholly mutually 
exclusive. Cf. Leerssen, Hirschi & Steven Grosby, “Continuities and shifting paradigms: A debate on 
Caspar Hirschi’s The Origins of Nationalism”, Studies in National Movements 2 (2014), 1-44 and the 
introduction to Lotte Jensen (ed.), The Roots of Nationalism: National Identity Formation in Early 
Modern Europe, 1600-1815 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam UP 2016)
87 Moses Mendelssohn, “Über die Frage: was heißt aufklären?”, Berlinische Monatsschrift 4 (September 
1784), 193–200: 193
88 Zammito, Kant, Herder, and the Birth of Anthropology, ch. 1 
89 Koselleck, “Zur anthropologischen und semantischen Struktur der Bildung”, in id., Begriffsgeschichten. 
Studien zur Semantik und Pragmatik der politischen und sozialen Sprache (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 
2006), 116-117
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mus, and Schlegel’s Athenäum-Fragmente, and that informed Wilhelm von Humboldt’s 
ideas about language and education. Its trajectory after 1800 is less idealistic and more 
ideological: it becomes entrenched in the Prussian educational system, and gradually turns 
from a progressive into a conservative idea. Much of the academic study of art, music, and 
literature as it develops in the 19th century is done in the name of Bildung, with the contra-
dictory result of supplying ever more material for man’s aesthetic education while increas-
ingly excluding such ‘subjective’ idealistic notions from proper scholarly practice, banishing 
them to the margin of forewords and inaugural lectures. Throughout, the meaning of Bil-
dung remains ambivalent between an enlightened pursuit of free reason and a romantic 
search for authenticity – a search that is largely conducted by treating art, language, and 
culture as objects of study.
Within the German context, the link of Bildung to scholarship is much more direct 
than that of Romanticism: almost every scholar after 1800 to some extent adhered to it, 
whereas only a fraction of scholars are outspokenly ‘romantic’. The important question, as 
to how these notions figure in the history of the humanities, is whether their prevalence 
also correlates to different kinds of scholarship. If much of the transformation of the hu-
manities around 1800 was the work of German scholars, and if much of that was done 
in the name of ‘Bildung’, does this imply that there is somehow an inherent connection 
between the ideal and the changes in scholarly practice, or was it mere window-dressing? 
While ‘Enlightenment’ was largely defined in hindsight, ‘Bildung’ was not. It was part of 
the programmatic formulation of several new disciplines, and it was particularly closely 
linked to classical philology through the Romantics’ identification with ancient Greece as 
‘the youth of mankind’, as well as  through an educational system that reserved half of the 
Gymnasium curriculum for Latin and Greek. But arguably, the notion derives much of its 
meaning from the associated scholarly practice rather than defining that practice: ‘Bildung’ 
is essentially humanist learning infused with Wissenschaft (as well as bits of Enlighten-
ment, Romanticism, and German Idealism). In short, Bildung is an excellent case study for 
the relation between scholarly ideals and practices; it will be treated as such in chapter 4.
The role of changing conceptions of history is an even more elusive topic. In its most 
crude version, Enlightenment historiography is associated in later studies with ‘progress’, 
whereas Romantic historiography is associated with ‘historicism’. In more complicated 
versions, Bertrand Binoche distinguishes five types of Enlightenment historicité, while 
Hayden White presents a taxonomy of four types of ‘historical imagination in the 19th 
century’, complete with corresponding ideology and narrative style.90 While I do not wish 
to borrow their taxonomies, there are significant analogies to my analysis of ‘styles of rea-
soning’ further on in this introduction: Binoche identifies different conceptions of history 
with different modes d’argumentation, while White links different historiographical ‘modes 
of emplotment’ to corresponding ‘modes of argument’ and ‘modes of ideological implica-
90 Bertrand Binoche, “Les Noms de l’Histoire”, keynote at the conference Evolutions and Revolutions in 
the Eighteenth Century, Rotterdam, 28 August 2013 (a book by the same title is forthcoming); Hayden 
White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hop-
kins UP 1973)
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tion’.91 These points are relevant because a distinction between different conceptions of 
history only makes sense if they have argumentative implications. White’s Metahistory has 
the drawback that he identifies conceptions of history with associated compelling narrative 
structures and metaphors, and classifies them by these narrative structures and metaphors, 
which results in a highly reductive kind of narratology; Binoche, on the other hand, stress-
es that different modes of argumentation can also be combined.
Such a combination of different modes of argument can indeed be found in 18th-19th 
century historical disciplines. One can distinguish, at least, between linear, stadial, cyclic, 
genetic, static, and redemptionist models of history, each with their own way of identifying 
causes, principles, agents and processes. But such models are not mutually exclusive: a 
stadial model that identifies different stages of human development can be cyclic (as with 
Vico’s model of three stages repeated several times in history) as well as linear (Robert-
son’s description of the birth of the modern state out of feudalism, which also surmises 
the invisible hand of divine providence)92 or genetic (Rousseau’s model of the origins of 
inequality in Du Contrat Social). By ‘genetic’ I mean histories concerned with the origin of 
something; but this includes histories of the origin of the French monarchy (which have, in 
their succession of monarchs, a somewhat cyclic character) as well as tree diagrams of lan-
guage families (which depict a continuous process of language change, but also distinguish 
stages at which languages split off ). Within such combinations of models, ‘progress’ can 
take different forms, ranging from the escape from ‘barbarism and religion’ (Gibbon) and 
the ‘natural growth of opulence’ (Smith)  to the self-realization of Hegelian absolute Geist 
or the coming of socialist utopia. Michelet and Ranke are both, in their way, ‘historicist’, in 
the sense that they conceive of history as an organic whole in which each particular has its 
place; but for Ranke this implies a static or cyclic model of jede Epoche unmittelbar zu Gott, 
while Michelet’s Introduction à l’Histoire universelle describes history as the emanation of 
Liberty and le Peuple as its agent, referring back, with some interpretive appropriation, 
to Vico. In short, conceptions of history are a rather mixed bag. Most historians, as long 
as they are not writing universal history, do not so much espouse or express a particular 
philosophy of history as combine different modes of argument. Especially the ‘cyclic’ mod-
el of history is largely an interpretive construct of later historians: there may be cyclical 
elements in certain types of early modern historiography, but even Vico’s ricorso is a recur-
rence of the same patterns in Antiquity and the Middle Ages rather than a full cycle. No 
one before Nietzsche literally formulated a cyclic philosophy of history, and even the ewige 
Wiederkehr des Gleichen was more a thought experiment than a heuristic model.
There are turning points in historical perspective, but they do not so much introduce 
a new régime as a new set of options for defining one’s position. The Querelle des Anciens et 
Modernes and its English counterpart, the Battle of the Books are not the first moments 
in which the authority of the ancients is challenged, but they do drive the conflict to the 
91 Binoche, La Raison sans l’Histoire. Échantillons pour une histoire comparée des philosophies de l’Histoire 
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France 2007), 13-19; White, Metahistory, 29
92 Joshua Ehrlich, “William Robertson and Scientific Theism”, Modern Intellectual History 10:3 (2013), 
519-542
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extreme, leading to the formulation of new criteria for the study and judgement of both 
modern and ancient history, literature, and art. The simultaneous ‘Pyrrhonist controversy’ 
about both philosophical skepticism and the reliability of historical records keeps haunt-
ing historians throughout the 18th century, setting the agenda for treatises on the proper 
use of criticism, manuals for the study of history, handbooks for ‘diplomatics’, and source 
collections. The French Revolution is immediately perceived as a turning point, already 
before the Reign of Terror and the Revolutionary Wars break loose; with the result that 
one’s position with regard to the French Revolution becomes a defining characteristic of 
one’s own scholarly activity for a whole generation – and for French historians, even until 
this day.
A different kind of change of perspective takes place through developments outside 
the humanities. In the 18th century, it was obvious to the learned world that there were trou-
bles with the Biblical chronology of Creation and Deluge as calculated by bishop Usher. 
Scaliger had already pointed out, in 1583, that Egyptian dynasties as listed by Manetho 
went back before the Deluge;93 Chinese history as communicated by the Jesuits posed a 
similar puzzle; there were fossils of unknown species, marine fossils in the mountains, and 
consecutive layers of volcanic mud that pointed towards unknown deeps of prehistory. But 
before Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830-33) established a method of dating earth layers, the 
deeps of time were anybody’s guess. Eichhorn could still begin his Geschichte der Litteratur 
(Vol. I, 1805) with the period ‘before Moses’, and Adelung could still speculate about the 
location of Eden in the foreword to Mithridates (vol. I, 1806); but they did so with due 
reservations.94 Meanwhile Schlegel, in the middle of his conversion to Catholicism, noted 
that geological history must go back much further than human history, and that 4.000 
years after Noah is not enough to populate the earth.95 In those years, in Paris, Cuvier and 
Lamarck kept on a heated, lengthy debate about the mutability of species, while images of 
the Mosasaurus and the ‘Ohio animal’ were circulating around Europe, and Blumenbach 
in Göttingen was lecturing about the study of fossils and the unknown deeps of history.96 
‘Starting at zero’ gradually ceased to be an option. Herschel’s discovery of Uranus (1781) 
and his observations on ‘deep space’ of 1784-85 had the same effect on the perception of 
space: the universe turned out to be much, much larger than imagined.97
It is relatively easy to identify such general patterns; but to judge whether scholars 
actually were using different concepts (of language, history, culture etc.) requires a wider 
93 Grafton, “Scaliger’s Chronology: Philology, Astronomy, and World History” in id., Defenders of the 
Text, ch. 4; originally in Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 48 (1985), 100-143. Scaliger’s 
1583 text is Opus novum de emendatione temporum. 
94 Eichhorn presents the choice for Usher’s chronology as a purely pragmatic one, for lack of a better 
alternative; Adelung disavows all ambition to reconstruct ‘the language of Babylon’, and presents his 
hypothesis that Eden was in Kashmir as mere speculation on which nothing depends. Cf. chapter 5.
95 Friedrich Schlegel, Vorlesungen über Universalgeschichte, in J.-J. Anstett (ed.), Kritische Frie-
drich-Schlegel-Ausgabe Vol. XIV (Schöningh: Paderborn 1960), 7, 12
96 Rudwick, Bursting the Limits of Time, ch. 7 and pp. 424-428
97 Richard Holmes, The Age of Wonder: How the Romantic Generation discovered the Beauty and Terror 
of Science (London: Harper 2008), 122-123
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analysis of the styles of reasoning of which these concepts were part. Meanings and ideas 
do not exist in isolation: my leading assumption, drawn from a dominant trend in modern 
philosophy of language, is that they are part of a network of inferential relations.98 In sim-
pler words: to know one thing is to know many related things, and knowing what a word 
means implies being able to explain what you mean by it. By the same token, ‘history’ is 
what is laid out in universal history, histoire philosophique, and in 19th-century ‘historicist’ 
models and imaginations of the past; ‘literature’ is the subject of historia literaria and (some 
kinds of ) philology; grammaire générale and historical-comparative linguistics not only 
study language but also define language. This, I argue, does not only apply to terms that 
denote objects or domains of study but also to notions like ‘Enlightenment’, ‘Romanticism’, 
‘Bildung’, and ‘civilization’. This forms the basis of the ‘integrated approach’ presented in the 
rest of this chapter.
An Integrated Approach
The history of the humanities as such is lacking in theory and methodology. Understood 
as the comparative and cross-disciplinary history of scholarship, it is still in its early, 
‘pre-philosophical’ stage. Not because there is no ‘philosophy of the humanities’ – though 
that is a label not often used – but because it is either remote from the historical analysis 
of what scholars were actually doing, or concerned with one discipline specifically, mainly 
history or linguistics. The remainder of this introduction is meant to fill this theoretical 
gap. As such, the following sections contain most of what is distinctly new about my argu-
ment. While some elements of the ‘integrated approach’ are borrowed from other authors, 
the overall theoretical framework developed here is intended to offer a new way of thinking 
about the humanities and their history. The later chapters create an overview that was pre-
viously lacking, but most of the figures and developments described in it have been studied 
before, some ad nauseam. Still, the historical analysis offered in the rest of this study should 
also be relevant and informative for readers who do not share my theoretical assumptions. 
What I call an ‘integrated approach’ means analyzing scholarly ideals and practices 
through four main categories of analysis: styles of reasoning, forms of presentation, ways 
of criticism, and types of intertextuality. This approach should take into account: 1) What 
counts as a ‘fact’, how is an argument built from the source material? 2) How are these 
findings presented (rhetorically, visually) and ordered? 3) How is fact-checking done, what 
counts as valid/relevant/good scholarship? and 4) Where does the content come from and 
what is added to it? By applying these categories and asking these questions, it becomes 
easier to track the emergence of new ideas and new ways of thinking, to identify both con-
98 Cf. Donald Davidson, “Truth and Meaning”; “On the very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme”, in id., In-
quiries into Truth and Interpretation (Oxford: Clarendon 1984); Wilfrid Sellars, “Empiricism and the 
Philosophy of Mind” [1956], in id., Science, Perception and Reality (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul 
1963); Robert Brandom, Articulating Reasons. An Introduction to Inferentialism (Cambridge (Mass.) & 
London: Harvard UP 2000)
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tinuities and ruptures, to trace ‘paper trails’ of development, and to note how words change 
meaning in different styles of reasoning.
The integrated approach is not meant as a rigid classificatory matrix. Its aim is not 
to reduce scholarship to styles of reasoning, forms of presentation, ways of criticism, and 
types of intertextuality, but to offer a model to structure our thinking about scholarship as 
a creative process in which information is assembled, embedded in arguments, presented 
as knowledge, and scrutinized. The varieties in which this is done in the humanities have 
been largely neglected in philosophy of science, and are very insufficiently described by 
such notions as ‘interpretation’ or ‘hermeneutics’; they deserve a richer analysis. The fol-
lowing paragraphs present four categories for such an analysis. These categories are com-
plementary and overlapping; they only comprise a ‘methodology’ in an informal sense. The 
distinction between different styles of reasoning and forms of presentation is by nature 
somewhat arbitrary; different ways of criticism depend on what is being criticized; only the 
types of intertextuality, classifying distinct operations from source text to target text, fill an 
orderly table. But the typology serves mainly to lay bare the mechanics of such operations, 
and would massively overgenerate data if applied consistently to the scholarly record.
In theorizing about intellectual history, there are a rock and a whirlpool equally to 
avoid: the Scylla of theoretical constructs acquiring a life of their own and the Charyb-
dis of excessive contextualism. ‘Discursive formations’ and ‘hermeneutic traditions’ are 
at best metaphors; on the other hand, a restriction to ‘seeing things their way’ and ‘what 
an author was doing in writing a text’ risks becoming sheer intellectual antiquarianism. 
Anthony Grafton, in a 2009 lecture, made a distinction between ‘parachute-throwers’ and 
‘truffle-seekers’, with an obvious preference for the latter: the luminous detail of obscure 
historical sources rather than the dry abstraction of theoretical models. However, Grafton’s 
details are so luminous precisely because they are peppered with implicit cross-temporal 
comparisons: his history of the footnote also goes to show that early modern textual criti-
cism is more than a primitive version of modern archival research, and his reconstructions 
of the early modern science of chronology emphasize how different early modern science 
was by zooming in on dead programmes. The integrated approach which is presented in 
the next paragraphs is meant as a way to have your cake and eat it. It serves to make 
cross-temporal comparisons explicit and to identify patterns of scholarly reasoning; but at 
the same time, it boils down to very concrete questions about how a scholarly text is put 
together.
Styles of Reasoning
By styles of reasoning I mean the different ways by which information is transformed into 
knowledge. The notion is borrowed from Ian Hacking, who uses it in Historical Ontology 
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to describe local rather than wholesale shifts in the organization of knowledge.99 While 
my definition has a similar aim, it diverges from Hacking’s use of the term in several ways. 
Hacking adopts a taxonomy of six styles of scientific thinking from Alistair Crombie, 
largely particular to the natural and life sciences: mathematical postulation, experimental 
observation and measurement, hypothetical modelling, taxonomy, statistics, and historical 
derivation of genetic development.100 These styles, according to Hacking, do not so much 
define what is true as open possibilities for what can be considered true or false; their 
use extends beyond the personal level and the local historical context. Thus they offer an 
alternative to ‘conceptual scheme relativism’101 and ‘The Framework Myth’.102 They do so for 
three reasons: they open up possibilities for innovation while retaining a certain ‘self-au-
thenticating’ permanence over time, they can be combined, or applied upon the outcomes 
of other styles, and the introduction of a new style does not replace the others. Although 
Hacking makes certain emendations to Crombie, such as adding the ‘laboratory style’ and 
stressing the analogy with artistic styles, he sees the stylistic analysis as “explaining what 
is peculiar about science, distinguishing it to some extent from humanistic and ethical 
enquiry”.103 Accordingly, the notion of styles is absent from his discussion of transitions in 
linguistics elsewhere in Historical Ontology.104
From a perspective that includes the humanities, however, styles of reasoning are es-
sentially ways of arranging and evaluating information and drawing conclusions from it. 
To the extent that this leads to new information and new conclusions, they do indeed 
create candidates for truth-or-falsehood. The term ‘styles’ is appropriate for them, more 
appropriate than Lakatos’ term ‘research programmes’,105 because they require a model to 
follow rather than adherence to a certain social group or context. One could see their 
99 Ian Hacking, “Language, Truth and Reason” [1980] and “‘Style’ for Historians and Philosophers” 
[1991] in id., Historical Ontology. Also note Hacking’s definition, in the introduction, of “Historical 
Ontology” as the study of “how these various practices, concepts, and corresponding institutions, 
which we can treat as objects of knowledge, at the same time disclose new possibilities for human 
choice and action.” (p. 4)
100 Hacking, “‘Style’ for Historians and Philosophers”, in Historical Ontology, 181-182. Martin Kusch, in 
his rather vitriolic critique of what he terms as Hacking’s brand of epistemic relativism, points out 
that Crombie was a zealous catholic whose taxonomy served to prove that Western modern science 
largely originates in the Middle Ages, and to argue for the essential continuity of occidental scientific 
thought (“Hacking’s historical epistemology: A critique of styles of reasoning”, Studies in History and 
Philosophy of Science Part A, 41:2 (2010), 158-173).
101 This being the position that Donald Davidson had attributed to Kuhn, and rejected, in his seminal 
paper “On the very idea of a conceptual scheme” [1974] (in id., Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, 
Oxford: Clarendon 1984); compare Hacking, “Language, Truth and Reason”.
102 Karl Popper, “The Myth of the Framework”, in id., The Myth of the Framework: In Defence of Science 
and Rationality (London: Routledge 1994). Hacking alludes to it in “Lloyd, Daston, Nurture, and 
‘Style’”, Interdisciplinary Science Reviews 35:3-4 (2010), 231-240
103 Hacking, ‘”Style’ for Historians and Philosophers”, 196
104 Hacking, “How, why, when and where did language go public?” [1992]; id., “Night thoughts on philol-
ogy” [1988]. Both, importantly, address transitions around 1800.
105 Imre Lakatos, “Falsification and the Methodology of Scientific Research Programmes”, in I. Lakatos 
and A. Musgrave, Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 1970)
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role in argumentation along the lines of what Robert Brandom calls ‘semantic expressiv-
ism’:106 they serve to make a certain inference explicit, thereby bringing it from the level 
of a tacit ‘material inference’ to that of an analyzable judgement. It is not as if adopting 
a new style automatically creates new facts – Voltaire’s Essai sur les Moeurs did not in-
vent East-West-comparisons, and although Bopp’s comparative tables make it possible to 
present large amounts of structural grammatical comparison in a comprehensive format, 
Bopp did not invent either tabular presentation or first hit upon the insight that Sanskrit, 
Persian, and European languages were related. Still, without histoire philosophique or com-
parative grammar these would have been dispersed observations.
Two major differences with Hacking are that I present styles of reasoning as much as 
possible in actor’s categories, and that I treat them as compounds. The basic elements of a 
‘style’ are a set of textual operations, shared among different styles, though some are more 
prominent in or characteristic of one style than another. For the 18th and early 19th century, 
I discern seven such operations: compilation, comparison, critique, classification, identification 
of principles, conjecture, and reconstruction. All these are terms that the authors discussed in 
this work use, sometimes as a term of abuse. ‘Compilation’, for instance, is often used as an 
accusation: mere compilation is always what others do. But compilation is also the opera-
tion most typical of genres of 18th-century antiquarianism and historia literaria, although 
that compilation is guided by comparison, critique, and classification. In the 18th and early 
19th century, there is a vivid debate about the uses and different kinds of critique; in some 
contexts, ‘critique’ becomes a swear word as well, as the attribute of antiquarian compil-
ers. Likewise, with the advent of philosophical histories and linguistic comparisons, there 
is a debate about permissible historical conjectures and etymological reconstructions. In 
chapter 7, I offer a more tentative analysis of 19th-century historicism as characterized by 
‘model-construction’, which is not an actor’s category as a term, and maybe also classifiable 
as a kind of conjecture and/or reconstruction. On the basic level, my analysis of styles of 
reasoning has most in common with Hacking’s: they are techniques that can be taken out 
of context and combined. Also, some of these operations recur in the taxonomy of ‘types of 
intertextuality’ further on in this chapter.
On an intermediate level, these operations coalesce into orderings, visual representa-
tions, and core concepts. That is, they coalesce into particular forms of presentation by 
which styles of reasoning are recognizable, through which conclusions are articulated, and 
which are also characteristic of particular genres and disciplines. Historia literaria taxon-
omized the history of learning into different fields and periods, inviting the critical eval-
uation and comparison of different works; and in compiling such overviews, it also gave 
content to the notion of ‘literature’. Grammaire générale analyzed the logical structure of 
language through defining its constituent grammatical elements, and presents them in di-
agrams. By that token, it also propagated and substantiated a universalistic notion of ‘lan-
106 Robert Brandom, Making it Explicit: Reasoning, Representing, and Discursive Commitment (Cambridge 
(Mass.) and London: Harvard UP 1994); id., Articulating Reasons: An Introduction to Inferentialism 
(Cambridge (Mass.) and London: Harvard UP 2000). Cf. David Marshall, “The Implications of 
Brandom’s Inferentialism for Intellectual History”, History and Theory 52:1 (February 2013), 1-31
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guage’ and ‘reason’. Comparative grammar used a different kind of diagrams to illustrate the 
relatedness and historical development of languages, and to define the characteristics of 
‘language families’; behind this model was a variety of conceptions of language as ‘organic’. 
Still, these basic operations and these mesolevel orderings, concepts, and representa-
tions require some higher-level structure: they need to be integrated into texts (essays, 
treatises, histories, compendia) that can be read and judged. They are, so to speak, the 
bricks, beams, doors, and windows of a larger edifice. What happens on the macrolevel, 
however, is not mere concatenation of microlevel operations, just like a building is more 
than a scaffolding for decorations and proportions. Genres such as philosophical history, 
historia literaria and grammaire générale are indeed compounds of microlevel ‘style elements’, 
but rather than iterating the same operations, they fit them into a larger inquiry, narrative, 
or compendium. At least part of that structure is argumentative, and it is through this argu-
mentation that the orderings, concepts, and representations become meaningful.
Identifying styles of reasoning on the macrolevel, however, is more complicated if 
one wants to do it in actor’s categories as much as possible, and without postulating a 
hidden ‘deep structure’. Part of my research is to study precisely that: how scholarly texts 
are organized and what models are followed in it. For the 18th century, these are predom-
inantly models of a particular genre; for the 19th century, they are predominantly models 
of a certain discipline or programme, such as historical-comparative grammar. But sim-
ply summing up genres and disciplines does not explain much about scholarly reasoning. 
Theoretically speaking, there is no limit to the amount of genres, and practically speaking, 
there are indeed quite a lot. For the early 19th century, historical-comparative grammar is 
the clearest case of a widely shared model of enquiry that could be described as a ‘style of 
Image 3: Conjugation in the oldest Indo-European languages. Bopp, Vergleichende Grammatik Vol. I (1833)
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reasoning’; the school or schools of history writing later known as ‘historicism’ are a more 
diffuse phenomenon.
What I identify as styles of reasoning, then, are compounds of a few characteristic 
operations, concepts, representations, recognizable by their forms of presentation and/
or argumentative structure. Chapter 2 describes a practice of compilation that was char-
acteristic of 18th-century scholarship: a style of reasoning that was embodied by both his-
toria literaria, universal history, and antiquarian compendia, led by an encyclopaedic ideal 
of knowledge, and supplemented by several kinds of critique and comparison. Chapter 3 
deals with a new mode of historical investigation introduced by histoire philosophique: a 
style of reasoning in which conjectures and principles played a central role, that presented 
itself both in a classical grand style and in the form of histories that looked like treatises, 
and in which (rhetorical) cross-cultural comparisons and taxonomies of successive stages 
of civilization were common. Chapter 5 traces the development of historical-comparative 
grammar in 19th-century linguistics and philology, and how these two fields intersected 
and separated. Chapter 6 describes how new fields of historical studies redefine ‘literature’ 
and ‘antiquity’ in the early 19th century, while chapter 7 offers a re-interpretation of ‘his-
toricism’ in terms of historical model-construction, a style of reasoning that appealed to 
the historical imagination and sought to capture the historical reality at large behind the 
source material.
Just like styles in art and architecture, styles of reasoning are ex-post classifications. 
As ex-post classifications, ‘styles’ are abstractions that need not completely correspond to 
how scholars viewed their own practice, but that help to understand how their works ac-
quired the form they took. They are, ultimately, philosophical constructs for the sake of 
historical understanding, even if the models and elements of that style are historically real. 
To use the term ‘styles’ with some consistency, we can formulate some traits by which to 
identify styles of reasoning:
• They are imitable: they can be applied in different contexts, to new material, by differ-
ent authors. They are, accordingly, not strictly bound to a genre or a discipline. 
• They are iterable: new operations can be performed on the outcomes. On the microlev-
el, a taxonomy can be integrated in a stadial model; on the macrolevel, a classification 
of artistic styles and periods can be integrated into a cultural history.
• They are productive: the application of a style only counts as reasoning if it leads to 
substantial new information, or at least to the accumulation of new information. 
What counts as ‘substantially new’, however, is uncertain when dealing with concepts 
and theories. Accordingly, criticism, as a way of pointing out differences and resem-
blances as well as defining positions, plays an indispensable role in determining rela-
tive novelty.
• They are scrutable: making something a candidate for truth-or-falsehood also makes it 
possible to explicitate what is wrong about it.
• They are identifiable partly by their form of presentation: some classification, visuali-
zation, or rhetoric is necessary to indicate that a certain operation is being performed 
on the source material. Sometimes this indication is tacit. A comparative table is not 
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the same as an explicit comparison; a work of histoire philosophique is identifiable by its 
chapter headings even if it does not call itself a philosophical history.
• They are intertextual: applying a certain model entails not only borrowing or adapting 
it from a previous text but also replicating, reformulating, and extending arguments, 
re-using and redefining concepts, and using the model to incorporate, reformulate, 
and refer to other elements of previous texts.107 The fact that styles are shared by dif-
ferent scholars over a long period of time is precisely what makes them a style, and 
identification of a style partly depends on reconstructing intertextual trails.
Another central feature of styles of reasoning, at least in the humanities, is that they are 
essentially open: an argument, a narrative, an interpretation can all be disagreed with. Un-
like a formula, an argument is a construct of natural language with all its functional im-
precision. Like everyday communication, scholarly discussion means filtering out a lot of 
noise. What counts as relevant, what counts as a valid argument, and what counts as proof 
is determined through a combination of common sense, consensus, polemics, and follow-
ing examples. A style of reasoning transforms information into knowledge not by adding 
some magic ingredient but by making such judgment possible. Tables, stemmatic trees, and 
sound shift laws do not make things true; they enable the reader to see for himself. The as-
terisk [*] in front of a reconstructed word or morpheme is emblematic for this: it indicates, 
‘This is not attested anywhere; I have reconstructed it’. 108
Rens Bod, in A New History of the Humanities, identifies sets of principles and pat-
terns that were applied or recognized within specific disciplines within a certain period. 
Such principles include, as listed in the index, ‘analogy’, ‘anomaly’, ‘compositionality’, three 
types of ‘consistency’, eliminatio, ‘hierarchical analysis’, mimesis, ‘proximity’, the principle of 
the ‘oldest source’, and twenty-two others.109 Styles of reasoning are much broader than 
that. Information is turned into knowledge through the combination of various materials, 
inferences, and methodological tools, just as a style in art or architecture consists of a va-
riety of elements. 
When talking about styles, delineation is an obvious and partly insoluble problem. 
Like styles in art and architecture, styles of reasoning in the humanities are largely ex-post 
classifications. Crombie may identify six elementary styles of scientific thinking, but in the 
107 For a more detailed treatment of scholarly intertextuality, see Solleveld, “What Books are made of ”
108 That said, the * is equally a marker of a scientistic attitude towards linguistics, in which one can make 
such reconstructions on the basis of sound shift laws. Cf. Sebastiano Timpanaro, The Genesis of Lach-
mann’s Method, (ed. and tr. Glenn Most) (Chicago and London: Chicago UP 2005), 121: “It must also 
be noted that in the period 1830-1842 – when, as we have seen, the fundamental principles of the new 
ars critica were being established – Indo-European linguistics had not yet taken on the predominantly 
reconstructive character that it possessed for Schleicher starting in 1850. For Friedrich Schlegel, for 
Rask, for Bopp, the essential purpose was still to demonstrate the kinship among the Indo-European 
languages and to go back from there to the problem of the origin of the grammatical forms; they 
certainly were not yet thinking of precise genealogical trees, of reconstructions of ‘asterisked’ forms or 
even of texts in Indo-European.”
109 Bod, A New History of the Humanities, 379. The Dutch version, De Vergeten Wetenschappen: Een 
geschiedenis van de humaniora (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker 2010), lists the principles applied in each 
period/discipline at the end of each section.
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humanities there is no obvious answer to the question: how many styles are there? On the 
basic level, I have identified seven, with a possible additional eighth – ‘model-construction’ 
– but I have no fundamental reservations against adding a ninth or tenth. On the mac-
rolevel, I apply the notion with more or less reservations to five phenomena: early modern 
compilation, the logical analysis of language exemplified by grammaire générale, the mode 
of historical investigation embodied by histoire philosophique, historical-comparative gram-
mar, and the tendencies in 19th-century history writing that were later called ‘historicism’. 
These are uneven in size – grammaire générale fills a bookshelf, compilation fills a library, 
and the amount of ‘historicist’ works varies widely depending on your definition – and in 
degree of specificity. So the analysis of styles of reasoning in the humanities does not yield 
a strict taxonomy like Crombie’s; the resultant picture is not one of Doric, Ionic, and Co-
rinthian columns but of blending and overlapping styles.
One could call what I have outlined in this section a ‘stylistic analysis of reasoning’. 
A disclaimer is in place because the stylistic analysis, although analogous to the study of 
literary and artistic styles, does not and should not equate information management with 
a form of art or literature. The great virtue of the stylistic analysis of reasoning is that it 
allows for both progress and ruptures, so that one can be whiggish without being anachro-
nistic. Moreover, it allows one to analyze reasoning and argumentation in the humanities 
without, on the one hand, imposing fake formalism while avoiding, on the other hand, the 
explanatory use of notions like ‘narrative’, ‘interpretation’, and ‘discourse’ which ultimately 
results in fuzzy logic. The stylistic analysis is particularly fruitful in linking conceptual his-
tory to the history of scholarship, in several ways. First, a style of reasoning also entails the 
use of certain core concepts which are made explicit precisely through their use in scholarly 
reasoning. Second, a style of reasoning informs (and biases) the expression of motivations 
for pursuing a specific project or line of argument – what is perceived as relevant must 
be argued for. And third, because styles of reasoning involve a conception of what is good 
scholarship, they also entail a self-image or self-presentation of the scholar and his work 
along those lines. This is where the stylistic analysis forms a bridge between scholarly prac-
tices and scholarly ideals. This is another aspect in which my analysis of styles of reasoning 
diverges from Hacking and Crombie: it involves not only the process of data-gathering and 
drawing conclusions from accumulated source material, but also the terms – and images 
– in which such core concepts,  motivations, and self-images are presented. In this regard, 
the categories ‘styles of reasoning’ and ‘forms of presentation’ are two sides of the same coin.
Forms of Presentation
To transform information into knowledge, it must also be presented as knowledge. Part-
ly, this is what the orderings, visual representations, and core concepts discussed in the 
previous paragraph do: they assert a certain epistemic status. By putting a taxonomy or 
comparison in a table, it is (supposed to be) made transparent for the reader; adding a 
reproduction of a manuscript, artifact, or monument substantiates the author’s judgement 
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about it, and more directly, supplies information about the object that itself constitutes a 
judgement; core concepts elevate the subject discussed from the particular to the general 
level. More basically, a text’s first claim to epistemic status is its title. It proclaims that the 
text is an essay, a treatise, a history, a recueil; it gives some indication of what its subject 
matter is and in what genre or discipline it falls. After that, the text is couched in introduc-
tory rhetoric – or, sometimes, the rhetorical absence of rhetoric.
Image 4: A title that fills the entire title page: Zedler, Grosses vollständiges Universal-Lexicon (1731-1754)
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Like styles of reasoning, these forms of presentation change. Titles, or rather title 
pages, are a good case in point. Early modern book titles are often full sentences, with 
subordinate clauses, and sometimes, they run very long. The full title of Zedler’s Grosses 
vollständiges Universal-Lexicon Aller Wissenschafften und Künste, the leading 18th-centu-
ry German encyclopaedia, fills the entire title page, and that is only mildly exceptional. 
Moreover, facing the title page, in an early modern learned work, there would often be an 
allegorical frontispiece – an art form that originated in the 16th century, reached its high 
point in the early 18th, and after that went into decline.
Frontispieces are a particularly good example of changing forms of presentation be-
cause they offer a condensed image of the book’s content or argument. Thus, Louis de 
Beaufort’s Dissertation sur l’Incertitude des cinq premiers Siècles de l’Histoire romaine (1738), 
which argues that all accounts of Roman history happening before the Punic Wars are 
utterly unreliable, opens with an image of ‘Ignorance and Fable covering the truth of Ro-
man history’, in which Ignorance is represented by horned Midas, draping a layer of clouds 
over a naked woman with a sun on her chest, who stands for Truth. The frontispiece of 
Vico’s Scienza Nuova (3rd ed., 1744) is so complicated that the explanation of it fills an 
entire chapter. By the second half of the 18th century, such images grow less allegorical, and 
especially in Germany, they grow rarer. In the 19th century, they mainly occur in reprints.
What we encounter here is what Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison have called a 
change in epistemic virtues. In Objectivity, Daston and Galison describe how different ways 
of representing observations through drawings, photographs, maps, and diagrams in sci-
entific atlases reflect a changing set of ‘epistemic virtues’ that scientists aspire to attain. 
According to Daston and Galison, “Objectivity has a history”;110 around 1800, anatomical, 
botanical and astronomical atlases would aspire to be ‘true to nature’; at a later point, after 
the proliferation of photography, they would aspire to ‘mechanical objectivity’; when pho-
tography proved insufficient, ‘trained judgment’ was required. These epistemic virtues do 
not merely extend to images; they also inform scientific practices, and shape the ‘scientific 
self ’.
Daston and Galison are not the first to use or define the notion of ‘epistemic virtues’, 
but the way in which they relate it to scientific practices and the scientific self has been 
particularly influential in recent work on 19th-century historiography. Jo Tollebeek has de-
scribed various aspects of the ‘scientific self ’ in the professionalization of historiography 
after 1870: the use of dedications, orations and ‘commemorative practices’; the creation of 
a ‘homely culture’ in the professor’s home;111 the clash between two approaches in literary 
history as a clash of ‘scientific characters’.112 In earlier work, he described the myth of the 
‘historical vision’ that centered specifically around blind historians, and the self-styled mar-
110 Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York: Zone Books 2007), 17
111 Jo Tollebeek, Fredericq en Zonen: Een antropologie van de moderne geschiedwetenschap (Amsterdam: 
Bert Bakker 2008); id., “A Domestic Culture: The Mise-en-scène of Modern Historiography” in Bod 
et al. (eds.), The Making of the Humanities III, 129-143
112 Tollebeek, Mannen van Karakter, 51-64
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tyrdom of Augustin Thierry, who lost his eyesight over long nights of reading.113 Herman 
Paul has argued that more attention should be devoted to historical research practices 
(instead of the end product) as a way of ‘performing history’, guided by epistemic virtues.114 
113 Tollebeek, “Seeing the past with the mind's eye: the consecration of the romantic historian”, Clio: a 
journal of literature, history and the philosophy of history, 29:2 (2000), 167-191; “Het Tweede Oog: De 
wijding van de romantische historicus”, in: J. Tollebeek, F.R. Ankersmit & W. Krul (eds.), Romantiek 
& historische cultuur (Groningen: Historische Uitgeverij 1996), 19-44: 20-23
114 Herman Paul, “Performing History: How Historical Scholarship is shaped by Epistemic Virtues”, 
History and Theory 50:1 (2011), 1-19
Image 5: Ignorance and Fable cover the truth of Roman history. Frontispiece of Beaufort,
Dissertation sur l’Incertitude des cinq premiers Siècles de l’Histoire romaine (1738)
58
In the same vein, Kasper Risbjerg Eskildsen analyses how pioneer archaeologist Chris-
tian Jürgensen Thomsen assembled, arranged and published the collections of the Royal 
Museum of Nordic Antiquities in Copenhagen,115 and how Ranke developed his identity 
as a historian through his struggle with the archives.116 This short list serves to show that 
115 Eskildsen, “The Language of Objects: Christian Jürgensen Thomsen’s Science of the Past”, Isis 103 
(2012), 24-53
116 Eskildsen, “Leopold Ranke’s Archival Turn: Location and Evidence in Modern Historiography”, 
Modern Intellectual History 5:3 (2008), 425-453
Image 6: The light of Divine providence refracted upon Homer by Metaphysics.
Frontispiece of Vico, Principj di Scienza Nuova, 3rd ed. (1744)
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Tollebeek, Paul, Eskildsen and others did not simply follow Daston and Galison; rather, 
‘epistemic virtues’ was the mot juste for what they already were studying.117
The notion of epistemic virtues is particularly useful in analyzing the relation be-
tween scholarly ideals and practices. What scholars aspire for in their work and self-pres-
entation, in this analysis, is an ideal of epistemic virtue; neither truth-to-nature nor ob-
jectivity nor trained judgement is a given. The frontispieces discussed above, equally, are 
not merely coded representations of the content; they also represent a classical model that 
the scholar aims to emulate, a set of virtues his work embodies, a panorama of what he 
aspires to present. Portraits of authors show them with a stern or benign look, surrounded 
by books, manuscripts, and antiquities, or sometimes – when the author is dead – as a 
classical bust en profil, putting them forward as examples of scholarly commitment and 
achievement, worthy of contemplation. Architectural drawings in antiquarian compendia 
embody both classical ideals of proportion and modern ideals of clarity and measurement. 
In one remarkable case discussed in chapter 6, Vivant Denon presents the sketchiness of 
his illustrations as a sign of direct observation and hence truthfulness, a way of avoiding 
subjective embellishments.
‘Forms of presentation’ is a wide category, but it is not a set of everything. In this study, 
an emphasis on forms of presentation means that special attention will be devoted to pref-
aces and introductions, to references, indices, appendices and plates displaying source material, 
to the use of tables and diagrams, and to core concepts which are used to define the work, 
the scholar, or the field of study. Finally, one indicator of ruptures in the organization of 
knowledge is that scholars themselves proclaim such a rupture, and even failed attempts to 
do so are indications of perceived shortcomings in established methods. This study opened 
with examples of such revolutionary rhetoric; many more examples are scattered throughout 
the following chapters, and in an earlier article, I have brought together the most telling.118 
Daston and Galison hinge their analysis on scientific atlases; the counterpart for that 
in the humanities would be compendia. As stated above, compendia are not merely one of 
the most representative genres of early modern scholarship; in the many forms they take, 
and the subsequent reduction of those many forms to a much smaller and more clearly 
defined set of types (dictionaries, encyclopaedias, bibliographies, source publications), they 
also show a change of forms of presentation. Most of all, they give an overview of the state 
of scholarship, and what is perceived as part of it. This is especially true of early modern 
historia literaria which aims to give an overview of learned literature at large, and which 
evolves from a reading list in Heumann’s Conspectus Reipublicae Literariae to a bibliograph-
ical kind of history of science in its last and largest independent manifestations, Eichhorn’s 
117 Paul draws the analogy further: “The idea that a historian’s ‘doings’ can be conceptualized in terms of 
virtues and vices would hardly have surprised such methodology textbook authors as Charles Victor 
Langlois, Charles Seignobos, John Martin Vincent, and Marc Bloch. No matter how different their 
introductions to historical method were, they all discussed the historian’s professional conduct in 
terms of intellectual virtues.” (“Performing History”, 5) 
118 Solleveld, “How to Make a Revolution. Revolutionary rhetoric in the European humanities around 
1800”, History of Humanities 1:2 (2016), 277-301
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Geschichte der Litteratur (1805-1811) and the collective project he initiated but left to others 
to finish, Geschichte der Künste und Wissenschaften seit der Wiederherstellung derselben bis 
an das Ende des 18. Jahrhunderts (1796-1820).119 The latter, divided into histories of individ-
ual disciplines, will be the most frequently used source in this study.
The Encyclopédie of Diderot and d’Alembert famously opened with a “Système figuré 
des Connoissances humaines”: a table of the arts and sciences, dividing them up into those 
pertaining to memory (histoire), reason (philosophie), and imagination (poésie). That scheme 
was borrowed, in an adapted and extended form, from Bacon’s The Advancement of Learn-
ing (1605). Comte, Bentham, and Coleridge drew up later versions of such a scheme in the 
early 19th century;120 the Encyclopédie Méthodique, the ca. 200-volume successor (1782-1832) 
to Diderot and d’Alembert’s encyclopaedia, abandons it. Still, as a form of presentation, it 
testifies of an essentially different ideological commitment than what is conveyed through 
the Raphaelizing image of the Academy used by their British counterparts. The Baconian 
scheme wholeheartedly embraces the epistemic virtues of the new science; the image of the 
Academy rather suggests the continuity between ancient and modern learning. 
Fifty years after the Système figuré, Pierre-Nicolas Chantreau, a history professor at 
the École Militaire, strove to put history on a scientific footing in a curious three-volume 
work inspired by the Système figuré. Under the title Science de l'Histoire, contenant le système 
général des connoissances à acquérir avant d'étudier l'histoire et la méthode à suivre quand on 
se livre à ce genre d'étude, développée par tableaux synoptiques (1803-06), it presented first the 
elements of history, then those of historical method, and then the main events of world 
history, all in hierarchically ordered tree diagrams, from general outlines of historical peri-
ods to dissections of the contents of crucial peace treaties. Chronological tables had been 
a common device in early modern scholarship, and even tabular presentations of world 
history had been compiled regularly as the genre of universal history was systematized in 
the 18th century; Chantreau had compiled and translated earlier ones, including a tableau 
analytique of the contents of Voltaire’s works. But Chantreau’s three volumes were out of 
the ordinary even after a century of such tabular compilations: through the list of ‘works 
cited’, they are presented as the summary of the most important historical works of the 
past century. Chantreau’s tables were, indeed, a summary, and little else: they did not lead 
to new conclusions, and instead of transforming information into knowledge, he was sys-
tematizing knowledge that had already been established.
119 Cf. Michael Carhart, “Historia Literaria and Cultural History: from Mylaeus to Eichhorn” in P. Mill-
er (ed.), Momigliano and Antiquarianism: Foundations of the Cultural Sciences (Toronto: Toronto UP 
2007), 184-206
120 Auguste Comte, “Classification positive des dix-huit fonctions intérieures du cerveau, ou tableau sys-
tématique de l’âme” in Cours de Philosophie Positive, Vol. I (Paris: Rouen Frères 1830); Jeremy Ben-
tham, Chrestomathia: Being a Collection of Papers, Explanatory of the Design of an Institution (London: 
Payne & Foss 1816), 172ff and table IV; Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “General Introduction; or, Prelimi-
nary Treatise on Method” in E. Smedley, H.H. Rose & H.J. Rose (eds.), Encyclopaedia Metropolitana; 
or, Universal Dictionary of Knowledge Vol. I (London: Griffin 1849 [1818]), scheme reproduced on p. 
x; cf. Ulrich Dierse, Enzyklopädie: Zur Geschichte eines philosophischen und wissenschaftstheoretischen 
Begriffs (Bonn: Bouvier 1977), 62-63
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Tables and diagrams can give the semblance of scientificality, but precisely because of 
that they can be misleading as ‘tools for thinking’. In chapter 2, I discuss two such examples, 
the “Alphabet Hiéroglyphique et Primitif de XVI. Lettres” of Antoine Court de Gébelin 
and the phonetic alphabet of Charles de Brosses. The former compares the Latin alphabet 
to ‘primitive forms’ of Greek, Hebrew, Etruscan, ‘Chinese’, and several archaic inscriptions 
to reconstruct a primeval universal, self-evident, hieroglyphical alphabet of which modern 
languages are only a distorted version. The latter, more plausibly, offers an analysis of the 
phonetic elements of human speech by representing them in symbols that actually look 
Image 7: History as a diagram. Chantreau, Sciences de l’Histoire Vol. I (1803)
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like the human language organs – the symbol for ‘nasals’ looks like a nose, and that for 
‘dentals’ resembles a tooth. Intended as an analytic tool rather than as a working phonetic 
alphabet, De Brosses’ alphabet did not find wider application, probably because of its lack 
of resemblance to the Latin alphabet. 
The use of core concepts is the form of presentation which most directly relates to 
epistemic virtues, and which most clearly shows the tension between ideals and practice. 
On the one hand, there is a set of qualities like clarity and impartiality, qualifications like 
learned, correct, or judicious, and epistemic notions such as fact, testimony, evidence, which 
are used quite generally without strong ideological commitment. Even Carlyle, probably 
the most verbose and pathetic of all 19th-century historians, can reject other histories of 
the French Revolution as ‘exaggerated’, ‘confused’, and lacking in references;121 even the reac-
tionary légitimiste author Alfred Nettement can advertise has book-length fact-checking of 
Lamartine’s Histoire des Girondins as “ni un livre de passion, ni un livre de parti; c’est un livre 
d’utilité générale”.122 There is a change in the use of these terms over time, but mainly when 
it comes to personal qualities: references to a ‘learned’ [docte, gelehrte] author are patently 
archaic in the 19th century. In its stead comes the predicate ‘(un)scientific’, mainly applied 
to the work rather than to the author. But that term, and its root ‘science’, has much wider 
connotations and implications.
On the other hand, there are more manifest changes in terms which do express an 
ideological commitment. There are words that formulate the aims of scholarship: Bildung, 
Enlightenment, erudition. Some scholar invoke ideals less directly connected to learning: 
liberty, the nation, Humanität. There are authors presenting themselves and addressing the 
audience as ‘men of letters’, and an implicit border conflict about who is part of the ‘Repub-
lic of Letters’; and there is the increasing frequency, first in programmatic texts, of ‘Science’ 
and Wissenschaft.123 Such terms are, in the words of Reinhart Koselleck, Kollektivsingulare: 
they summarize thought complexes in a singular term, and point to something to be at-
tained rather than a given. Moreover, they are contested concepts: they are used polemically 
to distinguish one (good) kind of scholarship from another (outdated, superficial, irrele-
vant, pedantic) one, and acquire part of their meaning precisely through their use as schol-
arly forms of presentation. Not all scholars employ such terms to present their work; the 
121 Thomas Carlyle, “Parliamentary History of the French Revolution” [review of Buchez and Roux, His-
toire Parlémentaire de la Révolution Francaise], London and Westminster Review (April 1837), 233-247. 
The culprits were not Buchez and Roux, but Mignet and Thiers, and virtually every other author.
122 Alfred Nettement, Études Critiques sur les Girondins (Paris: De Signy & Dubey, 1848), “avis des édi-
teurs” [n.p.]
123 Vico, Scienza Nuova; Meiners, Grundriß der Geschichte der Menschheit; Kant, Prolegomena zu ein-
er jeden künftigen Metaphysik, die als Wissenschaft wird auftreten können; Fichte, Wissenschaftslehre, 
which claims to show “den Weg, auf welchem die Philosophie sich zum Range einer evidenten Wis-
senschaft erheben muß”, and was hailed by Schlegel in Über das Studium der Classischen Poesie as 
providing the principles for seeing the classics in the light of pure reason; Boeckh, Enzyklopädie und 
Methodologie der Philologischen Wissenschaften; K.O. Müller, Prolegomena zu einer Wissenschaftlichen 
Mythologie; Thierry, Considérations sur l’Histoire de France, which describes the developments in his-
toriography of his generation as a “révolution scientifique”
63
degree to which introductions, forewords, critiques and programmatic texts make overt 
statements about the aims of scholarship is part of the study of forms of presentation too.
A third class of core concepts are domain and genre definitions. The introduction of 
Sprachwissenschaft, Kunstgeschichte, Litteraturwissenschaft, for instance, mark a very explicit 
aspiration to ‘scientific’ status and a break with ‘rhetoric and belles-lettres’. German Phi-
losophie is not French philosophie; an early modern book with ‘history’ in its title can just 
as well be a compendium or a treatise on botany. Meiners, in his Grundriß der Geschichte 
der Menschheit, tries to put to put the study of human nature and culture – what he calls 
“Geschichte der Menschheit” – on a scientific footing by sharply distinguishing it from 
mere chronological Universalhistorie; August Boeckh’s Enzyklopädie und Methodologie der 
Philologischen Wissenschaften begins with a long list of what philology is not. 
What this analysis in terms of core concepts does not capture is the public role that 
scholars were playing. Three of the leading statesmen of mid-nineteenth-century France – 
Guizot, Thiers, and Lamartine – were also authors of multivolume histories of the French 
Revolution; Humboldt and Goethe held high office in Prussia and Saxony; Victor Cousin 
became the mogul of French Academia; the Grimm brothers were among the ‘Göttinger 
Sieben’ to be fired for liberal protest in 1837; Ranke was so loudly unpolitical that it became 
a political statement in itself. But official affiliation and direct political action is only one 
side of their public role. It must be borne in mind that before 1850, there were almost no 
specialist periodicals; and while book notices and reviews would appear in the Journal de 
Savants or the Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen, a good deal of scholarly discussion went on in 
periodicals addressed to the wider learned public. Augustin Thierry’s Lettres sur l’Histoire 
de France were first published in the Courrier Français; George Grote’s landmark review of 
Mitford’s History of Greece appeared in the Westminster Review; we owe the most exten-
sive contemporary definitions of ‘Enlightenment’ to a prize essay contest by the Berlinis-
che Monatsschrift. The scientification of the humanities coincides with the formation of a 
public sphere as described in Jürgen Habermas’ 1962 Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit; but 
the relationship between the two processes is a complicated one, that cannot be addressed 
in sufficient depth within the scope of this study. On the one hand, there is the rise of 
the public intellectual (Voltaire championing the Calas affair); on the other, there is the 
professionalization of research retiring within the walls of its own discipline (Ranke in his 
seminar), to the detriment of independent scholarship. The two are not mutually exclusive: 
19th-century historians, especially in France, speak out on public matters as historians. In 
this way, public roles become part of epistemic virtues, and affect how one perceives and 
presents one’s work.
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Ways of Criticism
Wilfrid Sellars once described science as “rational not because it has a foundation but be-
cause it is a self-correcting enterprise”.124 The argument, as in the rest of Empiricism and the 
Philosophy of Mind, is that facts don’t come as a self-evident ‘given’: they must be argued 
for. Words and sentences only acquire meaning through logical connections, in “the logical 
space of reasons, of justifying and being able to justify what one says”.125
The notion of a self-correcting enterprise is as good as any to describe the role of criti-
cism in the scientification of the humanities. As a description of the progress of a discipline 
through conjectures and refutations, it is not substantially different from Popper’s falsifi-
cation criterion. The falsification criterion, however, depends on theories and observations 
that require measures and quantities, just like its Kuhnian rival, the incommensurability 
thesis. The ‘sphere of reasons’ postulated by Sellars, on the other hand, extends from sci-
entific to everyday reasoning, and his notion of scientific rationality is therefore more ade-
quate to a plurality of open-ended styles of reasoning.
Pluralism about styles of reasoning and the ‘self-correcting enterprise’ seem difficult 
to reconcile. Something that holds true in one style of reasoning may not hold true in 
another. However, this is only an insurmountable obstacle in case of radical incommensu-
rability; something which, in the humanities, occurs rarely if at all. It is true that a change 
of styles of reasoning can lead scholars to do something different rather than improve upon 
the work of their predecessors, and so change can also be a loss; the historians of the Scot-
tish Enlightenment and the Göttingen Gelehrten evidently covered a larger range of social 
and cultural phenomena than the predominantly political history of Ranke’s school,126 and 
Hans Aarsleff complains that the rise of historical comparative linguistics meant a demise 
in fundamental philosophical reflection on language.127 Changes in styles of reasoning can 
lead scholars to dismiss the work of their predecessors as irrelevant: this is what Niebuhr 
does in Römische Geschichte, Thierry in Lettres sur l’Histoire de France, and Grimm, implic-
itly, when he notes in the preface to Geschichte der Deutschen Sprache that it has happened 
to him, “wie Adelung (dem ich fast nie nacheiferte)”128, to have concluded his life’s work 
with a history of the German language. But such self-proclaimed ruptures are part of the 
self-correcting enterprise rather than undermining it; there is no substantial progress in 
knowledge without occasional ruptures, and declaring your predecessors irrelevant is a 
familiar move in criticism, albeit a drastic one.
124 Sellars, “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind”, ch. VIII §38
125 Ibid., §36
126 Peter Burke, “Ranke the Reactionary”, in G. Iggers & J. Powell (eds.) Leopold von Ranke and the shap-
ing of the historical discipline, (Syracuse (NY): Syracuse UP 1990), 36-44
127 This, for Aarsleff, is explicitly not “grammaire générale, universal grammar, and ‘Cartesian linguistics’”, 
but the philosophical strand he identifies with Locke, Condillac, and Humboldt. See the Introduction 
to From Locke to Saussure: Essays on the study of language and intellectual history (London: Athlone 
1982), 4-5
128 See n52. As Adelung was also, like Grimm, the author of a German dictionary and a German gram-
mar, Grimm’s claim to have ‘almost never aspired to emulate’ Adelung is particularly condescending.
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It is necessary, first of all, to make a distinction between peer criticism and source crit-
icism. Peer criticism is what one does, typically, in reviews, correspondence, forewords, 
footnotes, passing remarks, and lengthier discussions of one’s predecessors and opponents 
woven into the main text. Source criticism is far less visible, except in handbooks in ‘Dip-
lomatics’ (the study of old diplomas and charters) and explicitly source-critical texts such 
as Bayle’s Dictionnaire Historique et Critique; it is the scrutiny and sifting of materials that 
generally takes place before one sets to writing. On the other hand, source criticism is 
much more technical: there were advanced procedures in the 18th century for deciphering 
and dating old manuscripts and detecting frauds,129 and the development of the stemmatic 
method of ordering different manuscript versions of a text marked one of the greatest 
advances in early 19th-century philology.130 Both peer criticism and source criticism reveal 
something about how fact-checking is done and what scholars consider relevant, and ide-
ally they are driven by a similar concern for veracity and relevance; but they have a different 
form of presentation. In what follows, I will mainly be concerned with peer criticism and 
leave the more technical aspects of source criticism aside. 
There is a third type of criticism, art and literary criticism, which is often informed by 
scholarship and sometimes continuous with it: the work of authors like La Harpe, Staël, 
the Schlegel brothers, Ruskin, and Sainte-Beuve belongs to the history of the humanities 
as well as to the history of art and literary criticism. At the core, this kind of criticism is 
concerned with standards of beauty and taste rather than standards of truth; but it is 
concerned with providing a historical basis for expert judgment all the same. This dou-
ble-sidedness gives it a problematic position in the history of the humanities, but makes it 
impossible to ignore, especially for art history and the history of literature. This is some-
thing I will address in chapter 6.
There is a passage in George Grote’s review of Mitford’s History of Ancient Greece 
which deserves to be quoted at length. It is the passage in which he turns away, after 11 
pages, from the book his review was nominally about, and initiates a 50-page attack on his 
real target, the man whose work he was going to outdo:
We shall now proceed to offer a few remarks on the manner in which [Grecian] history 
has been treated. There is no historical subject whatsoever which more imperiously de-
mands, or more amply repays, both philosophy and research […] The qualities desirable 
in an historian may be divided into two classes; those which qualify him to trace out and 
report the facts of the period which he selects; and those which qualify him to embody 
the facts into results, to survey the general characteristics of society among the people of 
whom he treats, and to ascertain the comparative degree of civilization which their habits 
and institutions evince them to have reached.131
129 The paradigmatic handbook in such procedures was Jean Mabillon’s De Re Diplomatica (1681), of 
which the Nouveau Traité de Diplomatique (1750-65) is essentially an expanded and translated update; 
later examples are Gatterer’s Abriß der Diplomatik (1799) and Thomas Astle’s The Origin and Progress 
of Writing (1784)
130 Timpanaro, The Genesis of Lachmann’s Method, passim 
131 George Grote, “Institutions of Ancient Greece”, Westminster Review 5 (1826), 269-331: 280
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Grote then proceeds to sum up how Mitford fails on both counts; the bulk of it is directed 
not so much against factual mistakes as against cases in which Mitford’s reactionary, anti-
democratic convictions lead him to complete misrepresentations, self-contradictions, and 
wrong conclusions. Few people nowadays would defend Mitford; the more acute relevance 
of the review is in Grote’s argument that Mitford cannot understand Greek antiquity be-
cause he hates democracy.
The problem, to put it in modern terms, is one of theory-dependence. It is a problem 
that recurs in critiques and polemics throughout this study. In chapter 3, I compare two 
such critiques, of Montesquieu’s notion of ‘Oriental despotism’ and of Meiners’ race theory 
in his Grundriß der Geschichte der Menschheit, in which the critics argue that Montesquieu 
and Meiners are not merely factually wrong (or not using facts at all), but also theoretically 
wrong, and morally wrong. Another example, in chapter 2 and 3, are the scholarly conflicts 
between Tories, Whigs, and Radicals even in such arcane matters as universal grammar, 
etymology, and the ancient history and literature of India – conflicts in which politics 
blends with metaphysics and epistemology. What such cases show is that criticism is al-
most never pure fact-checking, that it only acquires substances when it gets argumentative; 
but they also show that the degree to which the actual practice of scholarship is theory-de-
pendent is far from obvious. The absence of clearly defined units and measures not merely 
rules out full incommensurability, it also rules out full theory-dependence. Rather, the 
relation between theories and facts must be renegotiated continually. Rousseau can write, 
in the introduction to Discours sur l’Origine de l’Inégalité, “Commençons donc par écarter 
tous les faits, car ils ne touchent point à la question”.132 Adelung, on the other hand, with 
uncharacteristic rhetorical fervour, loudly presents his work as untheoretical and impartial: 
Ich habe keine Lieblungsmeinung, keine Hypothese zum Grunde zu legen, sondern ging 
unmittelbar von dem aus, was ist, ohne mich um das zu kümmern, was seyn kann, oder 
was seyn sollte. Ich leite nicht alle Sprachen von einer her; Noah's Arche ist mir eine ver-
schlossene Burg, und Babylons Schutt bleibt von mir völlig in seiner Ruhe.133
These are the two extreme positions: “écarter tous les faits” and “keine Hypothese”. Obvi-
ously, both positions imply a criticism of how the study of human society and language 
variety has been done in the past. Rousseau explicitly criticizes Locke and Hobbes, and im-
plicitly Montesquieu,134 for legitimizing past and present injustice; Adelung suggests that 
all previous theorizing about language has been idle speculation.135 At root, their criticism 
is one of how theory relates to facts. 
Criticism is not just a way of finding fault in others; it is also a way in which a scholar 
positions himself and defines his practice. This is what connects ‘ways of criticism’, as an 
132 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discours sur l’origine & les fondements de l’inégalité parmi les hommes (Amster-
dam: Rey 1755), 9
133 Johann Christoph Adelung, Mithridates oder allgemeine Sprachenkunde mit dem Vater Unser als 
Sprachprobe, in bey nahe fünf hundert Sprachen und Mundarten (Berlin: Voss 1806-19), Vol. I, xi
134 Cf. Neil Robertson, “Rousseau, Montesquieu and the Origins of Inequality”, Animus 12 (2008), 60-69
135 Cf. Mithridates Vol. I, xii-xiv
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analytical category, to forms of presentation as well as styles of reasoning. The drastic move 
of Beaufort, Winckelmann, Meiners, Thierry and others to dispel all previous work in 
their field as vacuous or at best unsatisfactory, Rousseau’s “écarter tous les faits”, Ranke’s 
false modesty in purporting to show only “wie es eigentlich gewesen”, are all ways of pre-
senting their own work as something radically new. On the other hand, criticizing the 
work of others as ‘amateuristic’ or ‘unscientific’ is a way of delineating the borders of a dis-
cipline. Paulin Paris, in the course of a polemic over medieval French epics and their sup-
posed Celtic origin, presents himself as “Libre de passions, entièrement dévoué a d’obscurs 
travaux” while defending his reputation against the invective of Quinet and Michelet “qui, 
sans etudes préalables, viennent insolemment se declarer les arbitres des questions qu’ils 
ne comprennent pas”.136 Konstantin Schlottmann, looking back on the life work of Joseph 
von Hammer-Purgstall, turns a commemoration into a 70-page reckoning of mistakes, in-
accuracies, “machinenmäßige Übersetzungen”, “unverantwortliches, rein kompilatorisches 
Verfahren”137 – in short, doing away with the founder of Orientalistik as someone who 
was not yet an orientalist proper. In much the same way, according to Suzanne Marchand, 
mid-19th-century German orientalists were eager to forget Friedrich Schlegel and Frie-
drich Creuzer.138 
Paulin Paris and Schlottman represent two different stages in this critical delineation 
of a discipline. When Paris writes his polemic against Quinet and Michelet, he is a young 
clerk at the manuscript department of the Bibliothèque nationale, and he emphasizes in a 
preliminary note that precisely as a “jeune homme obscur”, he cannot shrug off their accu-
sation: “La calomnie pourrait lui fermer tout espoir d’une honorable carrière”139. (Ironically, 
Michelet and Quinet were two years older and younger respectively, and their ‘calumny’ 
was that they had accused Paris of calumnizing Quinet. All went on to make impressive 
careers.) In short, he needs to establish himself and the scientific study of medieval man-
uscripts by the same token, by defusing the unfounded claims of non-specialists. Schlott-
mann, on the other hand, is a professor of Orientalistik, something that Hammer-Purg-
stall never was; he presents his second burial of Hammer as a necessary correction to the 
blind praise that has been heaped upon him in two previous eulogies.
Dass man die Verdienste eines Verstorbenen preise, ist alte gute Sitte. Wenn aber das Lob 
vor den ganzen weiten Welt einerseits in maasslos übertriebener Weise ausgesprochen 
wird, andrerseits mit Bitterkeit auch gegen berechtigte und achtungswerthe Tadler, so 
fordert die Gerechtkeit dem entgegenzutreten.140
136 Paulin Paris, Réponse à la lettre de M. Michelet sur les Épopées du moyen âge (Paris: Techener 1831), 
21-22; cf. Michael Glencross, Renconstructing Camelot: French Romantic medievalism and the Arthurian 
tradition (Rochester (NY): Brewer 1995), 65-67
137 Konstantin Schlottmann, Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall. Ein kritischer Beitrag zur Geschichte neuerer 
deutscher Wissenschaft (Zürich: Meyer & Zeller 1857), 1-2
138 Suzanne Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race, and Scholarship (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge UP 2009), 72-74
139 Paris, Réponse, n.p. [préface]. Moreover, he takes the Revue des Deux Mondes to task for not publish-
ing his self-defense.
140 Schlottmann, Hammer-Purgstall, 1
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Schlottmann admits that this is harsh justice against a man of exceptional “geistigen Ar-
beitskraft” and “genialen Begabung”, but it must be done in the name of science: “Keine 
Studien ohne Kritiken und keine Kritiken ohne Studien!”141
The analysis of ways of criticism revolves around a simple set of wh-questions: who 
writes it against whom, what is being criticized, how, why, and where? These questions recur 
throughout this study as they have done in this section. Grote’s distinction of philosophy 
and research points to one aspect of the what-question; but the what-question also aims 
at identifying what the contested issues are (in this case, Athenian democracy and mod-
ern liberties), and how these contested issues reflect the state of scholarship at that point. 
How criticism is done, again, relates to styles of reasoning. There is a basic set of logical 
tools that are fairly constant such as providing counterevidence, pointing out self-contra-
dictions and false or unwarranted conclusions, showing how the author’s arguments lead 
to absurd or immoral consequences; but how this counterevidence is produced, how these 
fallacies are pointed out and what counts as an ‘absurd’ or ‘immoral’ consequence is much 
more variable. When the criticism addresses the underlying philosophy or theory, how and 
why overlap. Any argument that goes beyond plain inconsistencies or counterfactuals also 
expresses a kind of motivation, be it internal (a conception of scholarship) or external (a 
political or ethical conviction, for instance). Criticism without theory is mere nit-picking; 
criticism without facts is mere polemic. As concerns where, one can make a first division 
between criticism in the form of a work to that purpose (review, letter, pamphlet, polemic), 
and criticism as part of the argument of a larger work. New ways of scholarly communi-
cation, as they develop through the 18th and 19th century, also create new opportunities for 
sustained critique. Early modern scholarly correspondence reaches only the addressee and 
those with whom the letter is shared, and reviews in early learned journals are small in size. 
By comparison, the emergence of Litteratur-Zeitungen, monthlies and quarterlies for the 
wider public, and later of professional journals, creates space for lengthier review essays as 
well as polemics and ‘letters to the editor’. 
Criticism, in whichever way it comes, is also an operation upon previous text. Not 
only does it quote, paraphrase, or summarize the position of another author; it also extends 
and reformulates the text it draws from in drawing out inconsistencies, false or absurd im-
plications, and contradictions with other source material. This makes criticism the quin-
tessential intertextual construct: by virtue of its relation to other text, it has the capacity to 
combine the self-corrective and the accumulative aspect of scholarship. This relates ways 
of criticism to my fourth category of analysis, types of intertextuality. To avoid confusion, 
I will refer to ‘criticism’ as a category of analysis and ‘critique’ as a type of intertextuality. 
This implies a rough distinction between criticism as a generic term and critique as ‘applied 
criticism’; otherwise, I treat the two terms as synonymous.
141 Ibid., iv
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Types of Intertextuality
Scholarly work is, in many ways, a compound of earlier text. Very little, at least in the hu-
manities, is the report of direct observation or first-hand experience. In August Boeckh’s 
dictum, philology (in a very inclusive sense) is die Erkenntnis des Erkannten, the recogni-
tion of what has been recognized. This is a paradoxical condition: on the one hand, the 
re-arrangement of earlier text is crucial to the increase of knowledge, because it enables 
scholars to build upon previous work and thus come to new conclusions; on the other 
hand, there is a law of diminishing returns at work here, because the more accumulation 
will mean the less new information, and so increasing accumulation leads to decreasing 
relevance. The question, then, is: to what extent does research in the humanities add sig-
nificant new information? 
In a trivial sense, new information keeps coming in because history does not stop. 
New events and cultural products continue to accrue. But to determine what is significantly 
new about this requires a process of description, depiction and selection. Even innovative 
scholarship, that shows how new information leads to new conclusions and creates new 
theoretical models to accommodate data for which previous styles of reasoning are not 
adequate, is in this regard an intertextual construct. However, the ways in which text is 
made of earlier text change over time. The 18th-century compendium is largely made of 
summaries and excerpts; Johnson’s Dictionary is the first to make samples of (literary) 
usage a core element of dictionaries; continuing and supplementing the finished work of a 
previous author is still a common scholarly practice until the early 19th century; plagiarism 
is common practice in the Early Modern period, if not entirely approved of, and only be-
comes categorically regarded as a crime in an age of professional scholarship.
If ‘styles of reasoning’ serve to explain how information is transformed into knowl-
edge, that analysis is supplemented by types of intertextuality to explain where that in-
formation comes from. There is, again, an overlap between these categories in that some 
types of intertextuality (such as quoting, comparison, following models, and borrowing 
concepts and arguments) are used as tools in reasoning, and the information itself does 
not come as a given: there is no ‘information’ without some identification and classification. 
But whereas styles of reasoning are compound entities on the holistic level of genres and 
disciplines, book divisions and argumentative structures, types of intertextuality denote 
specific operations in information management. Accordingly, it is possible to make a much 
more precise distinction between different types of intertextuality than between different 
styles of reasoning.
The typology offered here is essentially open and informal: it can be extended with 
further types, and there is a certain overlap between types. Some elements in the typology 
– those dealing with literal replication – can be and have been the object of computational 
research: given the availability of a substantial digitized corpus, it is relatively easy to do 
queries over word- or word-pair-matches and distribution of terms. With other types, 
such as paraphrase, model-following, critique and borrowing or continuing arguments, 
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that depends on whether sources are stated. But for each type, the issue is not just how 
often it is done but also how it is done.
The typology should at least include the following: Quotation, paraphrase, reference, 
samples, excerpts, summaries, editing, translation, comparison, continuation, following models, 
borrowing concepts, borrowing arguments, critique, comment, emendation, plagiarism. In table 
1 below, these are listed according to how they use the source text, what role the source text 
plays in the target text, and what else is distinctive of this or that type.
Table 1: types of intertextuality
Type Use of the source text Role in the target text Specific function or features
Quotation literal reproduction of the 
source text
embedded in the 
argument of the target 
text
often a status marker that 
attributes authority to 
what is cited
Paraphrase a reformulation of (the 
crucial information from) 
the source text
integrated into the 
target text, often 
interspersed with quotes
more interpretive than 
quoting; requires further 
support by references, 
unless the content is 
assumed to be ‘common 
knowledge’
Reference pointing to a source text 
for some information, 
quote, or paraphrase
supplies additional 
information that does 
not fit into the main text
represented by a symbol 
or abbreviation
Samples reproduce source text, but 
it’s not the content that 
matters
functions as an 
illustration of some-
thing asserted in the 
target text
crucial for dictionaries 
and linguistic proofs
Excerpts a type of ‘longer quota-
tion’ which presents the 
source text in its own 
right
independent bit of text, 
referred to in the main 
text or part of a larger 
compilation of excerpts
often used in compendia, 
chrestomathies etc.
Summaries a ‘longer paraphrase’ 
which abbreviates the 
source text into a 
(supposed) semantic 
equivalent of the relevant 
information
either integrated or 
referred to in the main 
text; if integrated into a 
novel argument, the 
summary also contains 
comment and/or 
critique
a way of applying 
Ockham’s razor through 
selection
Editing reproduces the source 
text in full, after a critical 
examination and 
comparison of different 
(printed/manuscript) 
versions
target text becomes a 
fuller, more correct 
version of the source 
text
extends the source text 
with comments / 
emendations / corrections 
/ multiple versions
Translation replaces the source text by 
a (supposed) semantic 
equivalent in a different 
language
translation = the target 
text
translation involves a 
reformulation or 
introduction of novel / 
alien concepts
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Type Use of the source text Role in the target text Specific function or features
Comparison presents source texts 
(versions/translations) 
side-by-side as a tool for 
analysis
comparison supports a 
generalization / 
selection / preferred 
reading
leads to specific kinds of 
layout: double columns, 
tables, glosses etc.
Continuation ‘updates’ the source text 
with emendations and 
extensions
source text is literally 
copied as a model for 
presenting information
target text generally 
makes no claim of 
original authorship, 
unless the divergence is 
substantial
Models target text does not 
reproduce source text or 
content as such but 
follows its example
source text functions as 
an guide for how to 
structure and present 
one’s material
operates on a second or 
‘meta-intertextual’ level
Concepts borrows a specific 
(abstract) term drawing 
upon its previous 
associations, implications 
and definitions
employs a previously 
defined concept in a 
novel argument; 
alternatively, it introduc-
es a new though related 
term or description 
equivalence of concepts 
cannot be established 
unambiguously, even if 
the same term is used
Arguments rarely ever reproduced 
from the source text in 
exact terms, but rather 
paraphrased and 
commented upon
structures the target text 
through extended 
argument
arguments (unlike proofs) 
are essentially open and 
contestible; equivalence 
cannot be established 
unambiguously
Critique either extends or 
reformulates the source 
text, drawing out false 
implications or noting 
contradictions with other 
source material
statements or argu-
ments from the source 
text are corrected or 
ruled out as false (often 
in support of the 
argument of the target 
text)
functions both as a 
selection mechanism for 
novel insight, a step to 
new ideas through the 
rejection of old ones, and 
an expression of scholarly 
morals & standards
Comment extends the source text 
with elucidation or 
significant additional 
information
embeds a quote or 
paraphrase
when comment raises 
questions, it overlaps with 
critique
Emendation fills lacunae in the source 
text with additional 
information
target text becomes a 
fuller, more correct 
version of the source 
text
Plagiarism reproducing the source 
text or its significant new 
information without 
mentioning the source
presenting the source 
text or its content as a 
new text
makes a false claim of 
original authorship, or 
disregards considerations 
of authorship
Several things can be concluded from this list. First, the different types do not merely 
overlap but also combine: a comment upon the source text contains a quote or paraphrase, 
concepts are borrowed as words but also through the continuation of arguments, quotes 
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and paraphrases are marked with a reference. Second, although the list is not strictly hier-
archical, there are different levels on which intertextuality operates: there is the basic level 
of reproducing text; the more interpretive level of reproducing content; the metalevel of 
concepts, arguments, and the structure of a text; and the supra-level of models and cri-
tique. This is only an analytical distinction: these levels do not exist as different layers in 
the text. Third, some types are alike in what they do to the source text, and others in how 
they function in the target text. Accordingly, there are two possible subdivisions within 
this typology.
One can distinguish three categories in ‘what is done to the source text’:
Replication: quotes, references, samples, excerpts, plagiarism 
Reformulation: summaries, arguments, concepts, critique, comparison, translation 
Extension: editing, continuation, model-following, comment, emendation
Equally, one can distinguish three ways in which the source text functions in the target 
text. There are ways in which the source text is embedded in a line of argument, ways in 
which the source text or its content is presented in its own right, and there are ways in 
which the source text plays a structuring role, in which the target text is built around it:
Embedding: quotes, references, arguments, paraphrase, concepts, plagiarism, 
translation 
Presenting: summaries, samples, excerpts, comparison, editing, emendation 
Structuring: continuation, models, critique, arguments, concepts
The division between embedded source text and being structured around the source text is 
one of degree: comments and critique can be an element of a larger text as well as an entire 
new text, and concepts and arguments affect the content and structure of the text they are 
embedded in. These higher-level types of intertextuality are on the whole more difficult to 
pin down; if there is no lower-level marker (say, a quote, a reference, an allusion, or word 
matches) then there is only a subjective judgement on similarity and possible influences.142
Table 2: subdivisions 
 
Use of the source 
text
Function in the target text
Embedding Presenting Structuring
Replication quotes, references, 
plagiarism
samples, excerpts
Reformulation paraphrase, arguments, con-
cepts, critique
summaries, 
translation
critique, concepts, argu-
ments
Extension emendation, comment editing continuation, 
model-following
142 Such judgements are an essential building blocks of histories like Meinecke, Die Entstehung des His-
torismus and Aarsleff, From Locke to Saussure. Their judgements on similarities and influences may 
well be correct, but they require a great deal of reformulation in order to (re)construct patterns in the 
history of historiography and linguistics.
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One could include more elements in this typology. For instance, there is arrangement or 
collation, and also parody – which is not a very common scholarly device, but it happens. 
Even forging is to a large extent an intertextual construct. Equally, I’m not sure whether 
coagulation – that is, combining things – should be a separate category. But the resultant 
picture of what we as scholars do most of the time is clear enough: we read, pen in hand, 
and then we write. Like the typology, this may sound like stating the obvious. But the most 
obvious conclusion of all is that you don’t structure a text by simply replicating.
There are examples of very intricate intertextual structures. The lemmas in Bayle’s 
Dictionnaire, for instance, are built up from a short, large-type, single-column main text, 
much larger footnotes in smaller font and double columns, and marginalia to both. Thus, 
there are three types of references: references to the margins, references to the footnotes, 
and references to the margins of the footnotes. While the main text functions as a summa-
ry, the footnotes are where the real critical work is done: this is where previous authors on 
the subject are discussed and the gaps and errors in the literature are pointed out. This is a 
somewhat far-fetched, but highly appropriate form of presentation for what was intended 
as a ‘dictionary of previous errors’. Probably the most maddening example of complex au-
Image 8: Pierre Bayle’s three-tiered system of annotations: Dictionnaire Historique et Critique,
5th ed. Vol. I (1740)
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thorship, discussed in chapter 5, is Mallet’s Northern Antiquities, in Blackwell’s edition of 
1847. Paul Henri Mallet had written, in 1756, a partial French translation with comments of 
the prose Edda. This had been translated into English by Bishop Percy in 1770. Blackwell’s 
additions to the new edition fill half the volume: they are partly corrections of Mallet and 
Percy, partly a review essay on Nordic philology since 1770, and partly an attempt to put 
Nordic philology on a more scientific basis through a combination of comparative linguis-
tics, comparative mythology, and race theory. Most of these additions are in separate sec-
tions, but in the notes to the Edda text, Blackwell’s remarks are interspersed in a different 
font size. In the appendix is a 24-page ‘abstract’ by Walter Scott of a newly discovered saga.
These are extreme examples, but they are extreme in their form of presentation rather 
than in the complexity of their intertextual operations: they openly display the mechanics 
which are otherwise hidden. Apparently, the complexity does not increase over time, at 
least not between 1750 and 1850. 18th-Century texts, with their unstable genres and oc-
casionally muddled authorship, tend to be more syncretic (if not downright ragtag). The 
increase of available information does not entail greater intertextual complexity. Quite 
the opposite: the greater amount of available information makes it unnecessary to repeat 
and comment the same information again and again, and the greater availability (through 
cheaper books and a larger reading public) makes it more feasible to leave out what you 
can read elsewhere. 
There is a veritable information explosion in the humanities between 1750-1850, and 
much it comes from the non-Western world. Pinkerton’s compendium of travel literature, 
A general collection of the best and most interesting voyages and travels in all parts of the world 
(1808-14) fills 17 volumes, covering among many other accounts the travels of Carsten 
Niebuhr in Arabia and Persia, Mungo Park in Africa, and James Cook in the Pacific. The 
Description de l’Égypte (first edition, 1809-28) fills a custom-made cabinet. Before the Asi-
atick Society set to work, only a few scraps of Sanskrit language and Indian literature 
were known in the West; immense amounts of cuneiform tablets and gigantic Akkadian 
sculptures were excavated in Mesopotamia from the 1840s onward. Within Europe, there 
was a hunt for medieval poetry comparable to the humanist text-hunt for ancient authors 
three to four centuries earlier; and the French Revolution was unique as a political event 
also in the degree to which it was documented, resulting, among endless pamphlets and 
archival records, in the Histoire parlementaire de la Révolution française (1833-38; 38 vols.)
All that new information required, inevitably, new forms of information manage-
ment. The Encyclopédie had to be supplemented and revised as soon as it is finished; its 
successor, the Méthodique, is divided up into XXVI separate dictionaries in order to keep 
up with the increase of knowledge in each field. The Göttingen Geschichte der Künste und 
Wissenschaften, of which some sections hybridized into histories and others remained un-
finished, shows that the bibliographic format of historia literaria had reached its limits. 
Travel literature, in the 18th century, takes an increasingly impartial and objective form of 
presentation, with measurements and formulaic testimony, partly as a response to earlier 
hoaxes, partly to meet the demands of the scholarly reading public. After 1800, apart from 
the inlands of Africa, the globe has few blank spots left, and the genre all but ceases to 
75
be a scholarly source. Alexander von Humboldt’s immense documentation of his travels 
and investigations in Southern America could no longer be contained in a travel account; 
instead, it became a one-man counterpart to the Description de l’Égypte. Adelung’s Mithri-
dates was the last encyclopaedic overview of languages that used the Lord’s Prayer as a 
standard sample; Johann Severin Vater, who completed it after his death, granted that it 
was no longer the most effective way of inventarizing language variety. In its stead came 
comparative grammars and language atlases.
There is a further two-sidedness inherent in all scholarship concerned with text, not 
just historiography but also philology and language study: that of building up and cutting 
through layers of paper at the same time, so that one arrives at the underlying fact. One 
example is the 1866 re-edition of Louis de Beaufort’s Dissertation, a century after his death, 
by the otherwise obscure history professor Alfred Blot, who put him forward as the inven-
tor of historical-critical method, precisely because Beaufort had destroyed the idealized 
past in order to make space for proper historiography; effectively, a French precursor to 
Niebuhr and Mommsen. There is an intertextual chain linked to this attempt at canoni-
zation: In support of his new edition, Blot cited Jules Michelet and Hyppolite Taine, who 
described Beaufort, in strikingly similar terms, as ‘the first true reformer’, who ‘deserves to 
be reprinted’. (Niebuhr, who knew Beaufort’s work but saw it as only unmasking false ideas 
without contributing new ones, described Beaufort grudgingly as “mehr Gewährsmann 
als Vorgänger” in the introduction of the Römische Geschichte.) Thus, Alfred Blot’s road to 
historical veracity tunnels through four layers of text: Roman history as written by Livy 
and Dionysos of Halicarnassos; its early modern reception; Beaufort’s dissection of it; and 
Beaufort’s modern reception. On top of that comes Blot’s own introduction; and under-
neath all that, presumably, are the Roman annals, now lost.
Augustin Thierry, in his Lettres sur l’Histoire de France (1820/27), does his own propa-
ganda. In the first letter, he boldly states that “nous n’avons point encore d’histoire de 
France”;143 in the next four letters, he lists anachronisms, prejudice, and other shortcomings 
in previous historians; the remainder of the letters give the beginnings of an alternative 
history. Letters VI-X, published in the Courrier Français in 1820, describe the advent of 
the Franks and Charlemagne’s empire; letters XI-XXV, added in the book publication 
six years later, deal in much more detail with its dissolution and the rise of the Communes 
(i.e. free cities and city states). The whole is reminiscent more of Bayle’s ‘dictionnaire des 
erreurs’ than of a historical narrative, but the direction of Thierry’s history is clear enough: 
the historian should go back directly to the original sources not just to avoid anachronism, 
but also to discover the origins of repression and the emergence of liberty and popular 
sovereignty. It is not accidental that Thierry’s hypercorrect use of ‘Hlodowig’ for Clovis and 
‘Karl-le-Grand’ for Charlemagne also makes them more like barbarous Teutonic warlords. 
In his later Considérations sur l’Histoire de France (1840), Thierry explicitly proclaims this 
turn away from anachronism among historians of his generation a ‘scientific revolution’ 
in historiography, and aligns it with the French Revolution: “Il semble que cette révolu-
143 Augustin Thierry, Lettres sur l’Histoire de France (Paris: Sautelet & Ponthieu 1827), 6
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tion scientifique soit une conséquence et un reflet de la révolution sociale accomplie il y a 
cinquante ans, car elle est faite a son image; elle met fin aux systèmes inconciliables, comme 
celui-ci a détruit, pour jamais, la séparation des ordres.”144 Both with Beaufort and with 
Thierry, scholarly originality is a double intertextual construct: in giving a fresh look on the 
original sources and in comparison and distinction to what previous authors wrote. 
In the Lettres, and especially in the Considérations, Thierry reflects on what constitutes 
original scholarship. In letter V, he dismisses histoire philosophique as sterile abstraction 
which loses sight of the sources; in the Considérations, he equally dismisses philosophies of 
history such as Vico’s and Hegel’s. Instead, he argues for erudition combined with science; 
whereas the previous century only made progress in the domain of “la recherche et la dis-
cussion des faits” and otherwise speculated endlessly on first laws and principles, the “école 
historique nouvelle”, through methodical analysis of historical institutions, is finally able 
to settle issues conclusively.145 However, he adds, ultimately the originality of a scholar de-
pends not on method, but on historical intuition: those gifted with original talent have the 
privilege of contributing to the progress of science by whatever procedure suits them. But 
this is a rare privilege, to be granted only to those who exercise this talent through ‘études 
consciencieuses’, not to those who lose themselves in speculations and abstractions.146 It is, 
in other words, his own privilege, not that of the younger generation (Michelet, Quinet) 
then teaching at the Collège de France. The dilemma between method and insight that 
Thierry hints at is one that pervades 19th-century historiographical thought; and as chap-
ter 7 will show, Thierry was not the only one to claim privileged insight on account of his 
(direct, unmediated) relation to the sources.
Conceptual innovation, if it is truly innovative, can only partially be explained in terms 
of intertextual relations. Concepts, theoretical as well as practical, are not fixed entities. 
Words can be used in a variety of contexts to a variety of intentions; a competent speak-
er can give words new or unconventional meanings, or substitute one word for another; 
meanings are not given but contained in networks of largely implicit presuppositions and 
possible inferences, which not even the speaker can oversee in full. Hans Aarsleff, in cri-
tique of the ‘Standard Account’ in the history of linguistics, has argued that one should not 
trace intellectual debts through word matches and references but rather through a com-
parison of argumentative structures; Dietrich Busse, attacking Koselleck’s Begriffsgeschichte 
and the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe lexicon, demands that historical semantics should be 
done through a full statistical and discursive analysis of how a term and its cognates are 
used, rather than through a Gratwanderung (‘mountain ridge tour’) tracing the use of a 
144 Thierry, Récits des Temps Mérovingiens, précedés de Considérations sur l’Histoire de France (Oeuvres VII; 
Paris: Garnier 1840) Vol. I, 208
145 Ibid., 189-194
146 Ibid., 213-214: “Il peut se rencontrer […] un homme que l’originalité de son talent s’absolve du re-
proche de s’être fait des règles exceptionelles, et qui, par des études consciencieuses et de rares qualités 
d’intelligence, ait  le privilége de contribuer à l’agrandissement de la science, quelque procédé qu’il em-
ploie pour y parvenir; mais cela ne prouve pas qu’en histoire tpute méthode soit légitime. La synthèse, 
l’intuition historique, doit être laissé à ceux que la trempe de leur esprit y porte invinciblement et qui 
s’y livrent, par instinct, à leurs risqué et perils.”
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key concept in standard authors.147 Both arguments are plausible but supererogatory: they 
demand an amount of data and analysis that extends infinitely beyond what any contem-
porary author could have known. Aarsleff ’s comparison of arguments is much more sub-
jective than tracing word matches and references, and is at most a necessary complement 
to it. Busse’s demands can now be partly fulfilled through big data queries, but such queries 
only make sense if you already have indications of a conceptual shift, and the approach 
risks to drown the innovative aspect of particular usage in the noise of overdocumentation.
There is also a less conceptual and more practical aspect of scholarly intertextuality. 
The more practical question is, where do scholars get their information from?  The way in 
which this is indicated (or not) differs according to type of intertextuality, and to form 
of presentation. It is easy to see where Adelung got 500 paternosters, for the source of 
each sample is mentioned directly under the name of the language, and most of them are 
from previous paternoster collections. The same initially applied for the Greek inscriptions 
gathered in Boeckh’s Corpus Inscriptionum Graecarum (1828ff ). Christian Büttner’s exten-
sive comparative table of ancient and modern phonetic alphabets, on the other hand, gives 
a very summary statement of sources: “inscr.”, “in num.” [on coins], “e mumiis”;148 the Ency-
clopédie is full of cut-and-pasted passages from Montesquieu, Voltaire, and the Dictionnaire 
de Trévoux.149 Compound texts, like Anquetil-Duperron’s Zend-Avesta and Thomas Astle’s 
Origin and Progress of Writing, lend themselves as illustrations of the logic of discovery, be-
cause they integrate their own source material; in chapter 5, I will discuss examples of texts 
that likewise incorporate the paper trail of previous scholarly publications and discussions. 
But all these are examples of texts that are directly derived from their source material. 
With histories, this link is less direct: a historical argument or narrative involves selection 
and construction, and therefore it is typically underdetermined by its source material. It 
is relatively easy to reconstruct Gibbon’s sources, because he lays great weight on his foot-
notes as rhetorical instruments; J.G.A. Pocock has reconstructed these sources and the 
wider context of 18th-century historical writing in six volumes of Barbarism and Religion 
(1999-2015). Niebuhr, on the other hand, leaves out all reference to modern sources, citing 
only ancients in his Römische Geschichte; Ranke, famous for his archive hunts throughout 
Europe, is notoriously sparse with his footnotes.
In showing how scholarly work is a compound of earlier texts, the analysis of inter-
textual patterns shows what Reinhart Koselleck calls Gleichzeitigkeit des Unzeitgleichen: 
the simultaneous occurrence of things and thoughts that (would seem to) belong to dif-
ferent periods. In integrating previous texts and previous insights, the argument, overview, 
147 Dietrich Busse, Historische Semantik: Analyse eines Programms (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta 1987), 66ff
148 Christian Büttner, Vergleichungs-Tafeln der Schriftarten verschiedener Völker in denen vergangenen und 
gegenwärtigen Zeiten (Göttingen & Gotha: Dieterich 1771)
149 Russell Horton, Mark Olsen, and Glenn Roe have identified 681 passages taken from Montesquieu 
and 528 from Voltaire in the Encyclopédie, largely from l’Esprit des Lois and Essai sur les Mœurs, as well 
as ‘some 11,430’ from the Dictionnaire de Trévoux. “Something Borrowed: Sequence Alignment and 
the Identification of Similar Passages in Large Text Collections,” Digital Studies / Le champ numéri-
que 2:1 (2010)| http://www.digitalstudies.org/ojs/index.php/digital_studies/article/view/190/235 
(accessed 14 March 2017)
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or narrative also contains traces of earlier styles of reasoning and forms of presentation. 
This will becomes clearests in the section ‘Incorporating the paper trail’ in chapter 5; more 
broadly, most of the narrative structure of this study is provided by tracing paper trails.
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2. A Science of Letters? Forms of ‘Normal 
Science’ in the 18th-century Humanities
One way to explain the difference between early modern and modern scholarship is to 
show a few random title pages from the 18th and 19th century. For the lay reader with some 
high school knowledge of history and languages, those from the 19th century will generally 
make sense. A journal is most often called a Journal, Review, or Zeitschrift; a book titled 
Histoire Romaine or Römische Geschichte indeed contains a history of Rome. For the 18th 
century and earlier, this is frequently not so. Titles run so long that they fill the entire 
title page; they refer to unfamiliar genres like historia literaria, histoire universelle, Reichs- 
Geschichte, schöne Wissenschaften; they have allegorical names like Hermes, Lycée, or 
Epea Pteroenta, with corresponding allegorical frontispieces. Even for those familiar with 
18th-century scholarship, it sometimes take a long time just to figure out what such works 
are about.
Was there something like ‘normal science’ in the early modern humanities? The varie-
ty of genres and designations was definitely more chaotic than the 19th-century landscape 
of learning. But it was, of course, not all chaos: within a plethora of diffuse and intermin-
gling learned pursuits, one can discern some consistency in forms of presentation, classi-
fications, and scholarly practices, guided by widely shared examples. The question is, how 
much structure there was to that situation. Thomas Kuhn described normal science as 
‘puzzle-solving’, a practice guided by shared standards and geared towards generally recog-
nized problems.1 Within normal science, there is good and bad work, bona fide and bogus, 
even if one cannot always be so sure. There is no lack of such judgments in early modern 
scholarship, nor of attempts to establish such standards or to draw distinctions between 
different fields. But such attempts to create order also indicate a lack of it.
There need not be a yes-or-no answer, but the degree to which there was something 
like normal science makes a difference for the story one wants to tell about the process of 
transformation and rupture around 1800. The world of early modern scholarship was not a 
static one; the genres and disciplines in which scholars positioned themselves did not come 
as given. Some of them, indeed, only took shape in the 18th century, or even in the second 
half of that century.
1 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Chicago UP 1970 [1962]), ch. 4
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One has to think of the early modern humanities as structured by genres rather than 
disciplines. In this chapter, the focus will be on those genres that were arguably the most 
consistent: universal history, historia literaria, and grammaire générale. For all these, one can 
reconstruct intertextual chains of development, and for the latter two, there are even un-
ambiguous founder figures to whom later authors in that genre refer. Taken in the narrow 
sense of works that actually called themselves by the name of the genre, their number is 
still manageable; but contemporaries also took the genres more broadly, and other projects 
developed within these genres, or integrated elements of these genres. One other genre, 
histoire philosophique, developing from the mid-18th century onward, and partly developing 
from universal history, played such an important role in the transformation of scholarship 
that it needs a chapter of its own.
The virtue of focusing on genres is that they function as molds for accumulation and 
critique, and so, by tracing the development of a genre, one also traces the development of 
scholarly reasoning. Moreover, genres are malleable, and aspects of one genre can be incor-
porated into another one; that is one thing which makes them productive rather than static 
models. Some of the most outlandish hybrid texts of the late 18th century, paradoxically 
enough, are outstanding indicators of ‘normal’ scholarly practice, precisely because they are 
cut and pasted together from different  sources, and because they draw a certain style of 
reasoning to an extreme. The problem with according too much weight to genres, however, 
is that there is no way to reduce scholarly practice at large to a particular set of genres. 
There is, logically speaking, no limit to the amount of genres, and practically speaking, 
there are indeed quite a lot.
On the other hand, there is only one clearly identifiable and consistent discipline 
in early modern scholarship, and that was classical philology. Classical philologists had 
been maintaining a standardized practice even from the sixteenth century onward, it was 
laid down in a variety of formats like editions, comments, lexicons, and grammars, and 
propagated from Latin Schools and university chairs through a recognizable curriculum.2 
Christian Heyne, the Göttingen professor and probably the most important node in the 
knowledge network of Enlightenment Germany, is a representative of that practice; so 
is the succession of philologists at the University of Leiden known as the ‘Schola Hems-
terhusiana’.3 But that practice as such had little impact on other fields of study, precisely 
because it was so self-contained.
For the study of language and history at large, there was no such disciplinary frame-
work. Much of it was not practiced for its own sake, but out of legal and theological con-
cerns. For instance, medieval texts were mainly studied because they could help to assert 
inherited rights and stake feudal claims, before the French Revolution and the dissolution 
2 James Turner, Philology: The Forgotten Origins of the Modern Humanities (Princeton: Princeton UP 
2014), ch. 3, esp. p. 90
3 Marianne Heydenreich, Christian Gottlob Heyne und die Alte Geschichte (München/Leipzig: Saur 
2006); J.G. Gerretzen, Schola Hemsterhusiana: De herleving der Grieksche studien aan der Nederland-
sche universiteiten in de achttiende eeuw van Perizonius tot en met Valckenaer (Nijmegen/Utrecht: 
Dekker & Van de Vegt 1940)
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of the Holy Roman Empire brutally put an end to that. ‘Oriental languages’ were mainly 
studied for the sake of biblical exegesis, and the term primarily referred to a group of Mid-
dle Eastern languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, Arabic, Armenian, Amharic). The consistent 
format in the 18th century for writing the history of the German lands was a legal-dynas-
tic Reichsgeschichte, written mainly by professors in the law faculty. In short, a domain of 
Geisteswissenschaften or humanities divided into different disciplines did not exist as such.
To avoid anachronism, for the early modern period one could better speak of ‘Letters’ 
than of humanities. In early modern usage, these are not equivalent notions: Lettres is a 
much more widespread and encompassing notion, that includes both all kinds of learned 
pursuits and ‘belles-lettres’, while Humaniora stands mainly for classical languages, and pri-
marily for a curriculum rather than a field of research. That said, Lettres is also more ill-de-
fined; it is a container term rather than a domain designation. It can be taken quite literally 
to stand for activities that have to do primarily with written words, all those things that 
were discussed in the Republic of Letters, and that were catalogued in historia literaria. The 
very fact that there was such an imagined community, and that there were such compendia, 
along with tracts on the state of letters, introductions to the study of letters, and printed 
portrait galleries of men of letters, gives the term a certain robustness.
For early modern scholarship was, indeed, a science of letters. The main activity of its 
practitioners was the compilation, arrangement, comparison, and critique of earlier texts. 
This in itself does not set them apart from their modern counterparts, but the great dif-
ference is that early modern texts much more openly show their building blocks: mixed 
authorship, textual collages and the appropriation of other texts are common. Moreover, 
what is staggering about early modern scholarship is the tendency to put the universe into 
a book. Universal histories begin with Adam, or with the state of nature in later versions. 
Grammaires générales assert their scientific status by postulating the elements and prin-
ciples of language at large, not of one language or a group of languages; meanwhile other 
scholars, or the same scholars, formulate universal alphabets and sign systems or write 
tracts on the origins of language. Historia literaria summarizes the world of learning in all 
its branches, with an increasing amount of divisions and subdivisions by field, period, and 
region as the genre develops. Not every early modern scholar was an overview-builder, but 
universal overviews, or the aspiration towards them, provided the outline for compilations, 
arrangements, comparisons, and critique.
It is easy to get lost among the outcomes of this universalist tendency. Some scholars, 
like Montfaucon, Rollin, La Harpe, Gundling, Adelung, Meiners, Fabricius, Meusel, and 
Eichhorn, compiled not one multivolume overview but several. The Geschichte der Künste 
und Wissenschaften (1796-1820) and the Encyclopédie Méthodique (1778-1838), continuing 
after the end of the 18th century, run to some 61 (or 71) and 157 (or 210) volumes, respec-
tively;4 the Histoire littéraire de la France, begun in 1733, was halfway the 12th century when 
4 The number for the Göttingen Geschichte is with or without counting half-volumes; the number for 
the Méthodique is with or without plates. For an overview of the contents of the Göttingen Geschichte, 
see Dirk van Miert, “Structuring the History of Knowledge in an Age of Transition: The Göttingen 
Geschichte between Historia Literaria and the Rise of the Disciplines”, History of Humanities 2:2 
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the Revolution interrupted it, and is still a work in progress. But taken individually, these 
works are not so chaotic. After all, generally these people knew what they were doing, and 
they were working to overcome that very same problem of too much to know. The two ear-
liest attempts at historia literaria, by Lambeck and Morhof, still seem driven by a desire to 
know everything, and indeed both did not finish their works in their lifetime; but by the 
1720s, it had become a stable genre of reference works.5
Historia literaria is both a primary and a secondary source: it both reflects the nor-
mal practice of early modern scholars and maps it. Apart from Literaturgeschichte in the 
narrow sense, that is, overviews of all fields of learning from the beginning to the present, 
it included source publications, Gelehrten-Lexicons, bibliographies of specific fields, and, 
most surprising of all, learned journals. A 1747 re-edition of Morhof ’s Polyhistor begins 
with a 42-page index of all learned journals that had appeared since.6 It is a disparate list, 
with many short-lived one–man projects and continuations under a different name, but 
these journals are listed as historia literaria because their aim, after all, was also to create 
an overview of the current state of scholarship; with titles like Bibliothèque, Bücher-Saal 
and Analecta, they functioned as partial compendia. Most of the authors of handbooks in 
Literaturgeschichte had other such compendium projects as well, ranging from overviews 
of historical and classical literature to Gundling’s contributions to Reichs-Geschichte and 
Heumann’s journal Acta Philosophorum. Although the handbooks were generally one-man 
projects, they were also updated in posthumous editions, or in some cases completed post-
humously; one more indication that they were part of a living genre. One copy of Heu-
mann’s Conspectus Reipublicae Litterarum (1718; 4th ed. 1753) in Halle university library is 
shot through with larger blank sheets bound between all pages, so that the owner could 
add notes and additions;7 that edition (and later ones) had already been enlarged with 
Stolle’s interlinear Anmerckungen. 
It is a trope among the authors of these compilations that they were not mere com-
pilers. Mere compilation was always what others were doing. The term historia literaria 
in fact derives from Bacon’s De Dignitate et Augmentis Scientiarum (1623), which gives a 
four-page outline (ch. II.4) of the subject matter, method, and aims of a history of learning 
that should lead people on the path to knowledge and learn them to think for themselves.8 
(2017), 391-418; for those of the Méthodique, see Kathleen Hardesty Doig, From ‘Encyclopédie’ to ‘En-
cyclopédie méthodique’: revision and expansion (Studies in Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century 2013:11; 
Oxford: Voltaire Foundation 2013)
5 Cf. Frank Grunert & Anette Syndikus, “Historia Literaria: Erschließung, Speicherung und Vermit-
tlung von Wissen”, in F. Grunert & A. Syndikus (eds.), Wissensspeicher der frühen Neuzeit: Formen 
und Funktionen (Berlin: De Gruyter 2015), 243-293
6 Joachim Schwab, “Brevis Notitia Academica Ephemeridum Literariarum”, appended to the 1747 edi-
tion of Daniel Georg Morhof, Polyhistor literarius, philosophicus et practicus (Lübeck 1747 [1688])
7 For a description of this phenomenon, which was more widespread in the 16th-17th century, see 
Arndt Brendecke, “‘Durchschossene Exemplare’. Über eine Schnittstelle zwischen Handschrift und 
Druck”, Archiv für Geschichte des Buchwesens 59 (2005), 91-105
8 The Latin passage is included as one of the forewords in Lambeck’s Prodromus Historiæ literariæ 
(1659). The English original, The Advancement of Learning (1605, ch. II.2), is more sketchy in this 
regard. Cf. Anette Syndikus, “Die Anfänge der Historia literaria im 17. Jahrhundert”, in F. Grunert 
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Morhof ’s ideal of a polyhistor never entirely went out of the genre and even gave it some 
more substance, but later authors were rather taking their lead from Bayle to cleanse the 
world of learning from the errors of earlier overviews, and from Le Clerc’s Ars Critica to 
examine the veracity of their sources.9 Though the emphasis was different, these are all 
themes which also recur in the Encyclopédie, which explicitly presents Bacon as a founder 
figure in the Discours Préliminaire (pp. xxiv-v) and bases its Système figuré des connoissances 
humaines on Bacon’s scheme of knowledge. 
The Système figuré, with its classification of all the arts and sciences, is a powerful 
image rather than a strong heuristic tool. Still, it condenses into an image not just the 
universalist tendency but also the basic operations of classification, comparison, compila-
tion etc. that make up Lettres. Schemes of all grammatical elements in grammaire générale, 
chronological tables in universal history, and divisions between domains and disciplines in 
historia literaria perform the same role. These schemes and tables do not merely reproduce 
information: they serve to make distinctions and comparisons explicit, but also to articu-
late critique and to formulate hypotheses. They are forms of presentation by which these 
genres can be recognized, and by which individual events and phenomena are represented 
as part of history or language.
These schemes and tables, too, could sometimes become dazzlingly large. Plates XXII 
and XXIII of the Nouveau Traité de Diplomatique (Vol. II, 1755) have 5,000 and 6,000 
examples of medieval lettering. Friedrich Carl Fulda’s Charte der Weltgeschichten (1782), 
published in twelve sheets, fills almost 2x2 meters with world history from the 16th century 
A.M. (since creation) to the 18th century A.D., divided into a hundred columns for various 
regions and nations.10 Sometimes, they became science fiction. Antoine Court de Gébelin 
used comparative tables to reconstruct the self-evident, universal, pictographic alphabet 
of the ancients; Fulda, who obviously liked large tables, also made one which reduced the 
Germanic languages to 9 basic roots and 222 variants, each with a natural (onomatopoeic, 
or at least evocative) meaning.11
The Science of Letters dissolved together with the Republic of Letters, in the decades 
after 1800. The notion of Lettres did not disappear from usage, but It did no longer cover 
the world of textual scholarship at large; just like scholars continued to exchange letters 
& F. Vollhardt (eds.), Historia literaria. Neuordnungen des Wissens im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert (Berlin: 
Akademie Verlag 2007), 3-36: 6-7
9 Sicco Lehmann-Brauns, “Neukonturierung und methodologische Reflexion des Wissenschafts-
geschichte: Heumann’s Conspectus reipublicae literariae als Lehrbuch der aufgeklärten Historia Liter-
aria”, in Grunert & Vollhart (eds.), Historia literaria, 129-160: 135-137, 149-150
10 Cf. Arndt Brendecke, “Tabellenwerke in der Praxis der frühneuzeitlichen Geschichtsvermittlung”,  in 
T. Stammen & W. Weber (eds.): Wissenssicherung, Wissensordnung und Wissensverarbeitung. Das 
europäische Modell der Enzyklopädien (Colloquia Augustana 18; Berlin: De Gruyter 2004), 157-189; 
Martin Gierl, Geschichte als präzisierte Wissenschaft: Johann Christoph Gatterer und die Historiographie 
des 18. Jahrhunderts im ganzen Umfang (Fundamenta Historica IV; Stuttgart/Ban Canstatt: from-
mann-holzboog 2012), chs. III.1, IV.4
11 Friedrich Carl Fulda, Sammlung und Abstammung germanischer Wurzelwörter, nach der Reiche men-
schlicher Begriffe, zum Erweis der Tabelle, die der Preisschrift über die zwen Hauptdialecte der teutschen 
Sprache angefügt worden ist (ed. J.G. Meusel) (Halle: Gebauer 1776). 
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and maintain a symbolic economy, but no longer addressed the Republic of Letters as an 
imagined audience.12 Historia literaria, grammaire générale, and universal history all had 
their afterlives in the 19th century, but they were no longer viable research programmes: the 
‘literary history’ of a discipline became some kind of introductory textbook, and univer-
sal history mainly a regulative ideal. Literaturgeschichte came to mean something different; 
antiquarianism fragmented into scholarly and dilettante pursuits. The case of histoire phi-
losophique is different, as I will argue elsewhere; but then the introduction of that genre 
marked a major disruption in the world of 18th-century scholarship.
The Ideal of Grand History and the Practice of Compilation
Two works of historia literaria in particular give an impression of the size and variety of 
18th-century historical production: Charles-Marie Fevret de Fontette’s Bibliothèque histori-
que de la France (1768-78) and Ludwig Wachler’s Geschichte der Historischen Forschung und 
Kunst (1812-20). The Bibliothèque historique was a continuation of an earlier work with the 
same title by Jacques Le Long (1712); originally in one folio, Fevret and his fellow Benedic-
tines of St. Maur (who finished it after his death in 1772) expanded it to five folios with 
nearly 1000 double-columned pages each. To distinguish his own contributions from Le 
Long’s, Fevret marks new articles with a pointed finger icon and additions to the text with 
[ ]. Thus, while marking the progress that was made in historical production since Le Long, 
Fevret also maintains a sense of continuity.
The Bibliothèque Historique de la France is divided up in five categories: I. Prélimi-
naires (géographie, histoire naturelle, histoire des Gaules); II. Histoire ecclésiastistique; 
III. Histoire politique; IV. Histoire civile; V. Histoire littéraire. This division was retained 
from Jacques Le Long’s earlier version, apart from the self-referential fifth category, Histoire 
littéraire, which was added to the extended version. Of these categories, Histoire politique 
was by far the largest, dealing with kings, laws, and treaties; Histoire civile deals with re-
gions, noble houses, and cities. Fevret does not make a distinction between histories and 
sources, and thus the pages are filled with treaties, letters, journals, and annals, especially 
in the political and civil sections. Thanks to better cataloguing in the Bibliothèque du Roy, 
Fevret is able to add a lot of manuscript sources, which Le Long could only treat in an hap-
hazard manner. At the end of Volume IV (the fifth is filled with various indexes) he adds 
a catalogue of his own immense collection of prints and portraits, which he sold off to the 
12 For recent hypotheses on what happened to the Republic of Letters, see Laurence Brockliss, “Start-
ing-out, getting-on and becoming famous in the eighteenth-century Republic of Letters”, in A. Ho-
lenstein, H. Steinke & M. Stuber (eds.), Scholars in Action. The Practice of Knowledge and the Figure 
of the Savant in the 18th Century (Leiden: Brill 2013), Vol. I, 71-100: 99-100; Olaf Simons, “Von der 
Respublica Literaria zum Literaturstaat? Überlegungen zur Konstitution des Literarischen”, in M. 
Füssel & M. Mulsow (eds.), Gelehrtenrepublik (Aufklärung Vol. 26; Hamburg: Meiner 2014), 292-330: 
302ff
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royal library two years before his death, and which became the basis of its collection d’étamp-
es; thus the updated Bibliothèque is also a repertory for non-printed and visual sources.
Wachler’s Geschichte der Historischen Forschung und Kunst was the last part to be com-
pleted of the Göttingen mega-project Geschichte der Künste und Wissenschaften seit dem 
Wiederherstellung derselben bis zur Ende des 18. Jahrhunderts (1796-1820), which further 
included histories of art, classical studies, literature, philosophy, mathematics, Kriegskunde, 
physics, chemistry, technology, theology, and culture and learning at large, each in several 
(up to a dozen) volumes. As a collective enterprise, the Göttingen Geschichte was larger, 
more systematically divided, and more up-to-date than any other historia literaria pub-
lished previously. Some of its parts remained unfinished or unwritten; the initiator of the 
project, theologian Johann Gottfried Eichhorn, and its most prestigious author, historian 
Arnold Heeren, abandoned the project after a few years, leaving the general introduction 
and the history of philology half-written, and volumes on law and medicine are lacking. 
Still the project should not be written off as a colossal failure: three quarters of the sched-
uled parts indeed were finished, and the volumes on physics, art, and literature could even 
count as pioneer works. Several authors, including Wachler, are ambiguous between a con-
ventional bibliographic format and a more narrative style. The Göttingen Geschichte, then, 
though not wholly the end of historia literaria, is a document of how the genre bursts out 
of its limits.
Wachler is more selective than the Bibliothèque historique. He aims to give a complete 
overview of historiography in Europe since the Renaissance, but he does not attempt to 
include every author or every document. The amount of different categories varies with 
regard to the amount and relevance of historical production in a certain time and nation. 
Thus Portugal in the Fünfte Periode (1750-present) fills three pages without further subdi-
visions. Germany in the same period divides into Historiomathie, Chronologie, Münzkunde, 
Genealogie und Heraldik, Diplomatik, Schriftstellerkunde, Universalgeschichte, Geschichte ein-
zelner Staaten, Litteraturgeschichte, Kirchengeschichte, Teutschland’s Geschichte, Diplomatische 
Spezialgeschichte, Geschichte einzelner teutschen Staaten, Allgemeine Geschichte Teutschlands. 
France and England, which Wachler regards as the other two great historical nations, have 
equally long but different lists. Also, where Fevret puts titles in a numbered list, Wachler 
fits them into a running narrative.
Fevret’s bibliography is sorted according to subject matter, that is, particular regions, 
noble houses, congregations et al. Wachler’s categories, on the other hand, rather identify 
groups of texts that have a family resemblance, either from treating the same subject mat-
ter (coins, maps, learned men) or from belonging to the same genre (Litteraturgeschichte, 
Universalgeschichte). This results in a less fully consistent, but more coherent overview than 
Fevret’s; the consequence of Fevret’s approach is that rather disparate works are being put 
together in the same category. It is not a random heap: the most important reference works 
are listed at the beginning of each section, and Fevret singles out particularly important 
works by a lengthier description and comment. Wachler, on the other hand, does not sim-
ply list books but discusses the state of a certain field with mention of the leading authors 
and their main works; several thousand authors overall, and approximately a thousand 
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for the period after 1750. His overview is more uniform in the type of works listed: for 
instance, his paragraphs on Litteraturgeschichte in different countries are mainly filled with 
compendia, while Fevret’s 200 pages on Histoire littéraire also include dissertations on the 
state of learning, university decrees, pro- and anti-Jesuit tracts, éloges, and lives of great 
artists and scholars. Also, given the half-century that separates Wachler and Fevret, and 
the fact that Fevret follows the grid of an even earlier work, it is not surprising that the 
emphasis is different: Wachler’s chapter on France after 1750 begins with long sections 
on Voltaire and Montesquieu, while the books that receive the lengthiest comments in 
Fevret are reference works like the Histoire littéraire de la France, De Re Diplomatica and 
the Nouveau Traité de Diplomatique, the Recueil des Historiens de France, or the Histoire de 
l’Église gallicane.
What both have in common is an emphasis on compendia. These are indeed more 
representative of 18th century historical scholarship than the now-classical works of the 
leading philosophical historians, or other independent historical works that preceded or 
sometimes competed with Voltaire, Raynal, Hume, Robertson, and Gibbon.13 The com-
pendia are more representative not because there are so many of them – they were, after all, 
often labour-intensive enterprises, the work of a scholar’s lifetime or a team of learned men 
– but because they summed up, with increasing accuracy, the state of knowledge. Fevret’s 
Bibliographie and Wachler’s Geschichte are themselves compendia, the one a continuation 
(over which Fevret died halfway), the other part of a larger team project. They are typical 
for the difference between French and German compendia in that Fevret comes in folios 
(ca 40x30 cm) and Wachler in octavos (ca 20x15), and that Fevret gives a numbered list 
where Wachler gives a summary. 
There is an apparent discrepancy in the 18th century between the ways in which his-
torical information was gathered and ordered, and how tracts on the uses, methods and 
study of history presented ‘history’. Fevret unwittingly points out this discrepancy when he 
asks, rhetorically, “Pourquoi donc, au milieu de cette abondance, avons-nous si peu de bons 
historiens?” Good history, for Fevret, is first of all the history of one’s own country:
L’Histoire moderne est donc aujourd’hui celle qui doit avoir pour nous le plus d’attraits. 
Et quelle partie de cette histoire est plus utile & plus nécessaire à un François, que l’His-
toire de son pays? Aussi curieuse, aussi variée, aussi riche que puisse l’être aucune Histoire 
ancienne ou moderne, elle a de quoi nous attacher encore davantage, soit par les exemples 
domestiques d’héroïsme & de vertu qu’elle nous présente ; soit par le tableau de nos cou-
tumes & de nos loix particulières, dont elle nous apprend l’origine & les progrès ; soit par 
la peinture de nos mœurs dans les différens âges de la Monarchie ; soit enfin par la com-
paraison que nous pouvons faire des mœurs anciennes, avec le génie actuel des François, 
ç’est-à-dire, de nous avec nous-mêmes.14 
13 Cf. Chantal Grell, L’Histoire entre Érudition et Philosophie. Étude sur la Connaissance historique à l’âge 
des Lumières (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France 1993), chs. 1-3, 8; Martin Gierl, “Kompilation und 
die Produktion von Wissen im 18. Jahrhundert” in H. Zedelmaier & M. Mulsow (eds.), Die Praktiken 
der Gelehrsamkeit in der frühen Neuzeit (Frühe Neuzeit 61; Tübingen: Niemeyer 2001), 63-94
14 Charles-Marie Fevret de Fontette, Bibliothèque historique de la France, Vol. I (Paris: Hérissant 1768), i-ii
87
The reason that Fevret gives for the lack of such ‘good histories’ is that historians either did 
not know about the available source material, or could not get access to it. That explana-
tion, of course, is self-promotion. But the complaint is familiar. There are indeed few grand 
national histories: Père Daniel and Abbé Velly are the only ones from the 18th century 
in Fevret’s list, although the many new editions and derivatives of both fill several pages. 
Nor was there, in the entire 18th century, a history of Germany that would have satisfied 
his demands: Reichsgeschichte is invariably dry as dust. There were, of course, individual 
histories of great men and great events, but these too are relatively few in Fevret compared 
to the number of histories of cities and regions, genealogies of noble houses, and recueils of 
biographies; and still less lived up to classical standards of style or offered cross-temporal 
comparisons of laws, customs, and moeurs. In short, Fevret formulates an ideal rather than 
a definition. The problem is not that if national history in the grand style is the ideal type, 
everything else is bad; the problem is that much of what is listed in Fevret, according to his 
own standards, is not history proper. With Wachler, one would say that there is no lack of 
Historische Forschung catalogued in Fevret’s records but very little Historische Kunst.15
Three things are telling about Fevret’s idea of ‘good history’. The first is his preference 
for national history, which ‘has more to offer us than any other ancient or modern history’. 
Although he grants that “l’étude des monumens de la Réligion” comes first, the history 
that his compendium gives access to is fully independent from historia sacra; there is no 
supervenient theological frame, and histoire ecclésiastique is a civil history of the church. The 
second is his mix of historiographical models: historia magistra vitae, legal history, and an 
Enlightenment concern with mœurs and progrès. This is not a radical proposal; bibliogra-
phies are seldom radical, especially not if they update another one from half a century ago. 
It is, rather, a mix of ideals between which Fevret apparently perceives no conflict, as long 
as they make history teach us something. As can be seen below, other authors did perceive 
such a conflict; Fevret’s position is not noteworthy for its sophistication but because it 
indicates that such divergent models had already become conventional.
The third is Fevret’s insistence on original sources. Again, this is no radical proposal: 
earlier compendia by Mabillon, Tillemont, and Muratori, and the fact that Fevret is setting 
forth the work of Le Long, sufficiently show how widespread ‘archive research’ already was 
before the 19th century. Most of it, however, was for making compendia, or for legal and 
feudal purposes: in this regard, there was a division of labour between ‘antiquarians’ and 
‘historians’ proper. The Bibliothèque historique is more inclusive than other compendia in 
that it lists not just charters but also unpublished correspondence and memoirs. The inte-
gration of such material into historical narrative was not unproblematic, since history, as 
Blair, Batteux, Mably, and other mid-18th century arbiters of style would have it, was not 
15 One can see this in Wachler’s judgement of 18th-century French historiography: “Was für die 
Forschung geleistet ist, gehört den Männern von alter tüchtiger Art an; unter den Werken der Kunst 
sind nur äußerst wenige, auf welche der leichtfertige Geist dieser Zeit minder nachtheilig einge-
wirkt hat.” (Geschichte der Historischen Forschung und Kunst, Vol. II.ii (Göttingen: Röwer 1818), 463) 
Wachler intends this as a critique of “die sogenannte philosophische Schule” (p. 454), but he and 
Fevret point to the same lack: of well-documented histories in the grand style.
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to be interrupted with too much detail; but here too standards were shifting. Le Long, 
in the first version of the Bibliothèque historique, takes Mézeray’s hugely popular history 
of France (1643-51, with many reprints and derivatives) to task for omitting important 
original sources. In the expanded edition of Gabriel Daniel’s Histoire de France (1713/1755-
59), the editors proudly point back to this quip by Le Long to push Daniel forward at the 
expense of Mézeray. Indeed, Daniel’s volumes on the Middle Ages are peppered with notes 
“Ex. MS.” – but without further indication of which manuscripts precisely. Henri Griffet, 
Daniel’s annotator and continuator, grants that Daniel, on account of his meticulousness, 
does not have the same florid and lively style as the great ancient models, and that Daniel 
too did not make full use of all the source material that was available then, or had been 
uncovered since, if only because ‘life is too short’.16 Fevret agrees with Daniel and Griffet on 
the requirements of documentation, impartiality, and necessary dullness, but he adds an 
acerbic comment when he calls Daniel’s statement of principles “bonne & judicieuse, & il 
seroit à souhaiter que nous eussions une Histoire selon les règles qu’elle proscrit.”17 
By the second half of the 18th century there was a substantial split in historical practice 
between France and the German lands. In this split, English and Scottish historians were 
on the French side, although they were in general more mercifully received by German 
reviewers. French historians, for their part, simply didn’t bother much to read German 
books. Partly the split was institutional: German historians, already then, were working 
and teaching at universities whereas their French and British counterparts were not.18 Part-
ly it was a matter of publishing formats: German books were more often printed on small-
er pages, with less prints, and mainly in Fraktur. Although the German lands had a sub-
stantial book market – as evidenced by the Frankfurt and Leipzig book fairs – it was less 
centralized: Brockhaus in Leipzig and Gebauer in Halle were not publishing powerhouses 
like Le Breton and Panckoucke in Paris and Strahan in London. State support went di-
rectly to the universities rather than to large publication projects. This goes a long way to 
explain why German scholars wrote few monumental folio compendia and historical mon-
ographs, and rather filled handbooks and learned journals. The situation was not new – it 
had largely been that way since the Thirty Years’ War.19 What was new was that German 
scholars were articulating and emphasizing the difference in their handbooks and reviews. 
And so it also became a matter of style, or rather of the importance attached to style.
On both sides of the Rhine and both sides of the Channel, history was treated as 
a literary genre – not just in the inclusive sense of literature as Lettres, but also in the 
16 Gabriel (Père) Daniel, Histoire de France, Vol. I (ed. Henri Griffet) (Paris: Le Mercier et al. 1755 
[1713]), vii
17 Fevret, Bibliothèque historique Vol. II (1769), 55
18 Cf. Horst-Walter Blanke & Dirk Fleischer (eds.), Theoretiker der deutschen Aufklärungshistorie (Stutt-
gart: fromann-holzboog 1990), Vol. I, 103-123 for a list of chairs of history and their holders at Ger-
man universities in the 18th and early 19th century.
19 There had been a German industry of antiquarian compendia before the Thirty Years War, centered 
in Frankfurt and Heidelberg. See Mulsow, “Netzwerke gegen Netzwerke. Polemik und Wissenspro-
duktion im politischen Antiquarianismus um 1600”, in id., Die unanständige Gelehrtenrepublik, specif-
ically pp. 172-173
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more restricted (still fairly wide) sense of rhetoric and belles-lettres. One finds it under 
that denominator in Fénélon’s Réflexions sur la Grammaire, la Rhétorique, la Poésie & l’His-
toire (1712) and in the Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles-Lettres of Adam Smith (delivered 
1762-63, published 1963) as well as those of Hugh Blair (first delivered 1762, published 
1783). Christoph Meiners included history without reservations in his Grundriß und The-
orie der schönen Wissenschaften (1787) – where Schöne Wissenschaften is cognate with ‘rhet-
oric and belles-lettres’, but specifically means (for Meiners) those branches of knowledge 
which involve aesthetics.20 Bouterwek’s Geschichte der Poesie und Beredsamkeit (1801-1820), 
like Wachler’s work a part of the Göttingen Geschichte, is more half-hearted in including 
historical works, just as his overview is ambiguous between an early modern historia liter-
aria and a history of literature in the modern sense.
Equally, everyone agreed that history should be true, or at least achieve the highest 
degree of probability. ‘Literature’, in the 18th-century sense, did not imply ‘fiction’. The dif-
ference is in the relative weight attached to style and truth. For Blair, the “proper object and 
end of history” is “to record truth for the instruction of mankind”; but this ‘instruction’ in 
turn requires unity, gravity, dignity, a worthy subject, “no flippancy of style, no quaintness 
of wit”.21 The greatest part of the two lectures Blair devotes to history is about the proper 
tone of narration to reflect “the four prime qualities required in a historian, impartiality, 
fidelity, gravity, and dignity”,22 and about the relative merits of the ancients and moderns 
in this regard. When Blair rules that “the Author should trace to their springs the actions 
and events which he records”,23 he means not that historians should treat history as a me-
chanical science, but that they should be acquainted with statecraft. In his requirements, 
there is no serious divergence from what Lenglet du Fresnoy had laid down half a century 
before in Méthode pour Étudier l’Histoire (1713/29);24 all the same, Blair was no voice from 
the past, but a central figure in Enlightenment Edinburgh whose Lectures were republished 
continuously over a hundred times in the next hundred years.
To turn discrepancy into paradox, the historians that lived up most to these tradition-
al, Ciceronian requirements, from the mid-century onward, were also the most self-con-
sciously modern ones. The most famous of the ‘philosophical historians’ – Voltaire, Ray-
nal, Hume, Robertson, and Gibbon – all wrote edifying, rhetorically styled works, mainly 
informed by original sources and/or dealing with great nations, even if they did not write 
history as retired statesmen and were not prone to either impartiality or hero-worship. 
They all struggled with the problem of reconciling good style and documentation, narra-
tive and reflection. That is only one side of the story, because there was also another genre 
20 For a variety of view on the concept of ‘schöne Wissenschaften’, cf. Bas van Bommel, Classical Human-
ism and the Challenge of Modernity (Berlin: De Gruyter 2015), ch. II.1.1.3
21 Hugh Blair, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (London: Strahan 1783), Vol. III, 259-260
22 Ibid., 267
23 Ibid.
24 “Sçavoir, c’est connoître les choses par leurs principes; ainsi sçavoir l’histoire, c’est connoître les 
hommes qui en fournissent la matière; […] étudier l’histoire, c’est étudier  les motifs, les opinions 
& les passions des hommes”. Nicolas Lenglet du Fresnoy, Méthode pour étudier l'Histoire (Paris: 
Gandouin 1729 [1713]), Vol. I, 2-3
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of histoire philosophique: the more schematic, speculative kind for which Dugald Stewart 
coined the term ‘conjectural history’,25 and which has more in common with earlier outlines 
of ‘universal history’ than with classical Grand Style. It is a trope in criticism of ‘la mode 
philosophique’ that such ratiocination is not really ‘history’ – and there is no histoire phi-
losophique that is free from it, because it is what makes it ‘philosophical’. But for the authors 
that dominated historical debate and the book market in mid- to late 18th-century France 
and Britain, it was also what gave structure and unity to their work, what fuelled their rhet-
oric and their judgements, and what gave their works such literary and commercial appeal.
German historiography, in the second half of the 18th century, was much further away 
from the classical example. The great historical debate of the 1770s within the so-called 
Göttingen school was about what kinds of data to take into account and how to fit them 
in a scheme of universal history. Johann Christoph Gatterer could state, in his tract Vom 
historischen Plan in the first volume of his journal Allgemeine historische Bibliothek, “Daß 
eine Nation, die ihren Geschmack verbessern will, die guten Muster der Alten zuerst stud-
ieren und nachahmen müsse”, and complain that there is no work of history in German yet 
which could merit “das Lob der Alten” or counter “die Vorwürfe der ausländischen Neu-
en”26, but in his own data collections, handbooks, and outlines of universal history there 
was no place for works in the grand style. And so, when Voltaire’s Philosophie de l’Histoire 
(the later foreword to Essai sur les Mœurs, 2nd ed.) came out under a (transparent) false 
name, Gatterer took the opportunity to loudly decry it in the name of ‘real’ history:
Das erste Grundgesetz in dem Gebiete der Geschichte ist: Man schreibe Wahrheiten; das 
zweite: Man schreibe nützliche Wahrheiten; das dritte: Man schreibe nützliche Wahrheiten 
so ein, daß sie wahr bleiben, und daß man sie doch gerne ließt […] und zwar in eben der 
Rangordnung, in dem sie hier stehen. […] In Teutschland ist das erste dieser Gesetze 
jederzeit anerkannt und auch meistens mit grosser Sorgfalt ausgeübt worden. Es ist für 
das teutsche Clima und Temperament besonders gemacht. Die zwey andern Gesetze hält 
man unter uns nur seitdem für allgemein verbindlich, da man einsehen lernen, daß unser 
Geschmack an Kleinigkeiten und die unteutsche seltsame Schreibart andern aufgeklärten 
Nationen in Europa zum Spotte dienen.27
It is a clear set of priorities: truth comes first, usefulness second, and style third. The ob-
vious suggestion, not wholly unjust, is that Voltaire has it the other way round. Voltaire, 
for Gatterer as for most of his German colleagues, was something of a spitting image; but 
Gatterer’s Göttingen colleague Spittler used the same set of commonplaces in his pedantic 
25 “In this want of direct evidence, we are under a necessity of supplying the place of fact by conjecture 
[…] To this species of philosophical investigation, which has no appropriated name in our language, I 
shall take the liberty of giving the title of Theoretical or Conjectural History”. Dugald Stewart, “An Ac-
count of the Life and Writings of Adam Smith”, in Works Vol. VII (Cambridge: Hilliard and Brown 
1829 [1793]), 31
26 Gatterer, “Vom historischen Plan, und der darauf sich gründenden Zusammenfügung der Erzählun-
gen”, Allgemeine historische Bibliothek Vol. I (1767), 15-89: 15-6
27 Gatterer, [Review of ] “La Philosophie de l’Histoire par feu Mr. l’Abbé Bazin”, Allgemeine historische 
Bibliothek Vol. I, 215-227: 217
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review of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall. For Spittler, Gibbon’s monograph barely counts as a 
work of research: “Zum eigenen Studium ist nemlich dieses ganze Werk überhaupt nicht 
gemacht, aber zur bildenden, lehrreichen Beschauung”.28 A German would have been able 
to process the material in half the time, thanks to a better education; Gibbon gets things 
wrong “wo der Tillemont ihn nicht aushalf ”, whereas Germans would know better from 
more up-to-date compendia.29 
Wachler, writing half a century later, seeks a middle way between these seemingly 
irreconcilable positions. The author of several nationalist tracts, he wants to revitalize Ger-
man historiography, just like Bouterwek seeks to revitalize German literature – and both 
mean to do so through foreign examples. For Bouterwek, this means counterexamples to 
French classicism and French frivolity, but particularly examples from Spanish and Italian 
literature, where the true ‘Romantic’ spirit can be found. For Wachler, on the other hand, 
it means learning from the French how to address public opinion, and learning the art of 
historical writing from Hume, Robertson, and Gibbon. And so, while Bouterwek hates 
Voltaire, Wachler has a more mixed, though critical opinion of him – and both devote one 
of their longest sections to him.
Wachler summarizes late 18th century historiography in a simple triad: “Französi-
scher Pragmatismus; Britische historische Kunst; Teutsches combinatorisches Verdienst 
um Anordnung und Forschungskunst”.30 Wachler’s preface to the period after 1750 begins 
with summing up the political upheavals of the time, and their impact on the “öffentliche 
Meinung”.31 Next, he praises the French for having most of all shaped and addressed this 
public opinion through “überall vernehmbahrer, lebendig thätiger Ausdruck des Gefühls 
für Würde der Menschheit”32, but the British even more for having perfected the historical 
art; elsewhere, they are called “Muster der historischen Kunst für ganz Europa”.33 Finally he 
sums up how this new situation, together with an immense increase in historical resources 
(through, among other things, progress in geography, Sprachenkunde, ethnology and diplo-
macy, a general increase of information, and the opening of archives) presents a challenge 
to German historians in particular, who are now in a position to combine their “unverken-
nbare Überlegenheit in Gründlichkeit, Vollständigkeit und Methode”34 with newly awak-
ened national spirit, philosophy, Gefühl, Verstand, and Einbildungskraft. In short, they can 
now combine Forschung and Kunst.
28 Göttingische Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen, 25 December 1788, 2049-56: 2050
29 Ibid., 2051
30 Wachler, Geschichte der historischen Forschung und Kunst: seit der Wiederherstellung derselben bis an das 
Ende des achtzehnten Jahrhunderts, Vol. II.ii (Göttingen: Röwer 1818), IV
31 Ibid., 421
32 Ibid., 424
33 Ibid., 610
34 Ibid., 433
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Antiquarianism and the Compendium
Although there was a discrepancy between the 18th-century ideal of historiography and 
the practice of compilation, there was also a continuum between compilation and history 
writing. The three sources most used by Gibbon for the Decline and Fall – Tillemont, Mu-
ratori, and the proceedings of the Paris Academy – give an impression: all three are hybrid 
works. Louis-Sébastien le Nain de Tillemont, an associate of the school of Port-Royal, 
wrote a history of the Roman emperors which is almost entirely a collage of quotes from 
‘original authors’ and a source collection with running commentary on early church history. 
Ludovico Muratori, librarian and archivist in Milan and Modena, accompanied his source 
edition Rerum italicorum Scriptores (1723-51) with 44 essays on the cultural and political 
history of Italy (and the Holy Roman Empire) in the Middle Ages, gathered in six volumes 
of Antiquitates italicae medii aevi (1738-42). The Histoire de l'Académie royale des inscriptions 
et belles-lettres – that is, the collection of longer papers presented there, accompanied by 
the shorter Mémoires – ranges over all kinds of historical and literary topics, and in bring-
ing together the collected knowledge from the highest echelon of the Republic of Letters, 
functions like a fragmented overview of the state of learning.35 There is a famous anecdote 
in Gibbon’s autobiography about how he exchanged a twenty-pound note for its (then) 
twenty volumes, “nor would it have been easy, by any other expenditure of the same sum, 
to have procured so large and lasting a fund of rational amusement”.36
Compendia like these were the nexus of early modern learning. Specifically, they be-
long to the subcategory of antiquarian compendia, that is, collections of old sources and 
monuments. These in particular were labour- and capital-intensive enterprises which re-
quired privileged access to knowledge; few could come about without institutional sup-
port, especially not when they included images. Winckelmann’s Monumenti antichi inediti 
(1767) are the exception, published ‘a spese dell’autore’; but at that point Winckelmann 
was a superstar, and his last work is still dedicated to his old patron Cardinal Albani. Also, 
because of the privileged access to sources and the difficulties of reproduction, there is far 
less overlap between the contents of these antiquarian compendia than there is between 
the contents of dictionaries, encyclopaedias, and textbooks. Hence Winckelmann’s title 
‘inediti’ (previously unpublished).
By far the largest centre of compendium production, from the late 17th century on-
ward, was the Benedictine congregation of St. Maur, dissolved during the French Revolu-
tion. The Bibliothèque historique by Le Long and its continuation by Fevret was just one of 
their many projects, the largest of which was the Histoire littéraire de la France; they also 
documented the history of their order and the Gallican church, edited the church fathers, 
35 For an overview of its contents, see D.M. [Clément de l’Averdy], Tableau général, raisonné et methodique 
Des ouvrages contenus dans le recueil des Mémoires de l'Académie royale (Paris: Didot 1791). Averdy 
recommends his readers to bind in extra sheets to keep up with new volumes; two years later, the 
Academy was closed.
36 Gibbon, Memoirs of my Life and Writings, in id., Miscellaneous Works Vol. I (ed. John Lord Sheffield, 
Dublin 1796), 84
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reproduced monuments and antiquities, and in particular, they produced an oft-reprinted 
manual for L’Art de Vérifier des Dates (1750ff ) and Dom Mabillon’s hugely influential hand-
book for the study of medieval charters, De Re Diplomatica (1681). Their production was 
so large that Abbé Tassin could fill an 800-page Histoire littéraire with the main Maurist 
authors and their works.
That Maurist production was fired by Benedictine-Jesuit rivalry. In the mid-17th 
century, Jesuit authors in Antwerp started scrutinizing the reliability of historical records 
about saints for their still-ongoing catalogue Acta Sanctorum; in the 1670s, this became a 
sceptical controversy about the degree to which medieval records at large were reliable or 
false, in which Jesuits (headed by Jean Bolland, hence ‘Bollandists’) were pitted against 
Benedictines (of the congregation of St. Maur, hence ‘Maurists’). This was not just a theo-
logical issue; the Benedictines, as the older order, were also defending their privileges and 
property claims embedded in medieval charters37 (‘diplomas’; hence ‘diplomatics’). In re-
sponse, Dom Mabillon made a large inventory of medieval letter types, initials, signatures, 
seals, paper/parchment etc., by which the provenience and veracity of these documents 
could be established. De Re Diplomatica set the standards for subsequent handbooks in 
this genre not just by its comprehensiveness, covering the whole middle ages; but also 
by its taxonomic style, its aspiration to a methodological rather than casuistic approach, 
and its illustrations and reproductions, including facsimiles of whole documents. Like the 
Bibliothèque historique, Mabillon’s Diplomatica was updated and expanded by his fellow 
Benedictines more than half a century later, in this case growing from one to six volumes, 
while retaining most of the original division into chapters. Toustain and Tassin’s Nouveau 
Traité de Diplomatique (1750-65) innovates upon Mabillon in three significant ways: it lays 
out its taxonomies in tables, sometimes huge ones with thousands of letter types; it adds 
a discussion of other alphabets, like Chinese, Egyptian, Greek, Hebrew, and Runic, and 
of the development of the alphabet in general; and it switches from Latin to French. The 
skeptical controversy, however, is still an issue for Toustain and Tassin: their preface, the 
first chapter and much of the sixth volume defends Mabillon against ‘Pyrrhonism’, and the 
final part gives a long list of forgeries, their detection, and the awful consequences of such 
frauds.
For this genre of compendia that dealt with written sources, and for the network of 
textual scholarship that clustered around it, we can speak of a kind of normal science, with 
handbooks, routine practices, puzzle-solving, and accumulation. As Gibbon’s use of Tille-
mont, Muratori, and the Academy proceedings shows, that practice was international and 
transconfessional. The Nouveau Traité is an even better case in point. Adelung translated it 
into German, adding more material in the footnotes. Gatterer both revered and criticized 
it, first rating it under “die wichtigsten [Werke] nicht nur des gegenwärtigen Jahrhunderts, 
sondern der ganzen neuen Litteratur”, and later berating it for arranging all letters in a flat 
37 Cf. Alfred Hiatt, “Diplomatic Arts: Hickes against Mabillon in the Republic of Letters”, Journal of 
the History of Ideas 70:3 ( July 2009), 351-373. Gatterer makes the same point in his 1767 review of 
the Nouveau Traité de Diplomatique (see below). Also see Lenglet du Fresnoy’s article Diplome & 
Diplomatique, Encyclopédie Vol. IV (1754), 1018-24: 1021
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Image 9: Classifying early medieval letter types. Toustain and Tassin, Nouveau Traité de Diplomatique 
Vol. II (1755)
Image 10: Origins and varieties of the alphabet. Astle, Origin and Progress of Writing (1784)
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‘Linnaeic’ taxonomy rather than genealogically; so Gatterer literally cut up its tables to 
piece together such a genealogy.38 English antiquarian Thomas Astle, “Keeper of the Re-
cords in the Tower of London”, used it as a main source and inspiration for his hybrid 
history-cum-handbook The Origin and Progress of Language (1784), applying its method 
to his own Anglo-Saxon and Norman charters and transforming the Nouveau Traité’s long 
chapter on the development of the alphabet into a philosophical history, illustrated by a 
genealogical tree diagram of ancient and medieval “Alphabets derived from the Pheni-
cian”.39
The case is different for the study of monuments and antiquities. For the compendia 
that dealt with non-written sources, there was nothing comparable to the standards of 
methodological sophistication set by Mabillon, Bayle, and Le Clerc. Partly, this was be-
cause of practical limitations: books are easier to move and copy than monuments, and 
texts are easier to replicate, expand and modify than drawings and engravings. Gabriele 
Bickendorf describes, in Die Historisierung der Italienischen Kunstbetrachtung im 17. und 18. 
Jahrhundert, how the historical study of texts and images gradually grew together, and how 
both French (Montfaucon) and Italian (Maffei, Gori) antiquaries made a case for treating 
images as historical documents. Bernard de Montfaucon did so through his impressive 
Antiquité expliquée et representée en figures (10 + 5 vols., 1719-24) and Monuments de la Mon-
archie françoise (5 vols., 1729-33), Scipione Maffei through his publicly accessible collections 
of Roman and Etruscan remains in Turin and Verona, and by documenting the monu-
ments of his hometown in Verona illustrata (1732). Although Mabillon was a model for 
both, they lacked stylistic classifications, periodizations, and procedures for reproduction, 
so that Montfaucon’s reproductions of antiquities look sometimes quite baroque, and he 
mistook the statues in the Gothic portal of Ste.-Marie de Nesle for Merovingian kings.40 
For classical architecture, however, there were pictorial conventions that antiquarians 
could follow. David le Roy, who was himself an architect, employs them in Les Ruines des 
plus beaux Monuments de la Grèce (1758), presenting the temples of Athens both in scenic 
views, in ground plans, and in schematic two-dimensional sections with measurements. 
He separates the historical description (with the views) and the architectural description 
(with the plans and sections) of these monuments, and inaugurates his two volumes with 
one essay on the history and one on the theory of architecture, thereby also giving a his-
torical background to his classification of Athenian ruins as belonging to successive orders 
(Doric I-III, Ionic, Caryatidic). Assuming consistency of style enabled him, and other an-
tiquarians, to make reconstructions of buildings, and through this Le Roy and his rival 
James Stuart promoted a new Classicist building style. Precisely because of the established 
38 Gatterer, [review of ] “Nouveau Traité de Diplomatique”, Allgemeine historische Bibliothek Vol. I (1767), 
161-212: 163; id., Praktische Diplomatik (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 1799), 4-5; Gierl, 
Geschichte als präzisierte Wissenschaft 194-210
39 Astle, The Origin and Progress of Writing: As Well Hieroglyphic as Elementary (London: Printed for the 
Author 1784), title page and p. 50
40 Bickendorf, Die Historisierung der Italienischen Kunstbetrachtung im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert (Berlin: 
Gebr. Mann 1998), 155-165
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Image 11: Reconstruction of a Doric temple. Le Roy, Les Ruines Vol. II (1758)
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standards of architectural drawing, Le Roy’s Monuments could be outdone in accuracy by 
the first volume of Stuart and Revett’s Antiquities of Athens (1762-1816). Stuart and Revett 
gave more precise measurements and ultimately a more complete inventory, and sought to 
apply that architectural accuracy also to the reproduction of sculptures, of which there are 
no detailed images in Le Roy. These include, in vol. II, the metopes and friezes of the Par-
thenon which by the time of vol. IV were “now in the museum of the Earl of Elgin”.41 Some 
of the plates in Stuart and Revett are virtual visual quotes of Le Roy with more detailed 
measures added. There is a double criticism of Le Roy in Stuart’s avowed determination 
“to avoid Haste, and System, those most dangerous enemies to accuracy and fidelity, for 
we had frequently, with great regret, observed their bad effects in many, otherwise excellent 
Works of this kind”;42 in the second volume, Stuart is posthumously quoted dismissing 
Le Roy’s “hasty sketches, from which, and [from] the relations of former travellers, […] he 
fabricated a publication”.43 Stuart was obsessive in his rancour towards Le Roy, who had 
actually been in Athens later and shorter but published his results earlier, but the judge-
ment is not wholly untrue – Le Roy’s drawings had indeed been heavily edited.44 Still, with 
his historical-theoretical interpretation, Le Roy also offered something that was lacking in 
Stuart and Revett, and that Stuart, rather than competing with Le Roy on this count, in-
tentionally left out; also, the second volume with most spectacular monuments, which Stu-
art and Revett had not been able to measure fully, came out a full thirty years after Le Roy, 
and even the later posthumous volumes and supplement are each separated by decades.45
Many antiquarians were themselves accomplished draughtsmen, a skill both needed 
for reproductions and important for the analysis of images. Caylus, in particular, was wide-
ly praised for his renderings of old masters for the Recueil Crozat.46 Later, he recommended 
that drawing skills were as important to the antiquary as knowledge of Latin and Greek, 
though not drawing skills on a professional level:
On ne peut exiger d’un Antiquaire, de manier le crayon avec élégance, ni de composer 
comme un Artiste; ces talents lui seroient inutiles: je demande seulement qu’il ait assez 
travaillé dans ce genre, pour avoir acquis la justesse de l’œil, & la facilité d’embrasser un 
objet, à un dégré suffisant, pour saisir ses perfections, ou ses défauts.47
41 James Stuart and Nicholas Revett, The Antiquities of Athens Vol. IV (ed. J. Woods) (London: Nichols 
1816), 19
42 Vol. I (1762), vii
43 Vol. II (ed. E. Stuart & W. Newton, 1787 [=1788]), iv
44 Robin Middleton, “Introduction” in Le Roy, The Ruins of the most beautiful Monuments of Greece (tr. 
D. Britt) (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute 2004), 11
45 Jason Kelly, The Society of Dilletanti: Archaeology and Identity in the British Enlightenment (New Hav-
en: Yale UP 2009), 149, 167-171
46 Alexandra Blanc, Collection et Pratiques d’un Amateur au XVIIIe Siècle: Les recueils de dessins gravés du 
Comte de Caylus (Neuchâtel: Alphil 2013), 27ff
47 [Comte de Caylus], Recueil d’Antiquités égyptiennes, étrusques, grecques, romaines et gauloises Vol. III 
(Paris: Desaint & Saillant 1759), xix-xx. Cf. Joachim Rees, Die Kultur des Amateurs: Studien zur Leben 
und Werk von Anne Claude Philippe de Thubières, Comte de Caylus (Weimar: VDG 2006), 235-243
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Image 12: View of the Parthenon. Stuart and Revett,
Antiquities of Athens Vol. II (1787)
Image 13: Sculptures in the pediment of the Parthenon. Stuart and Revett,
Antiquities of Athens Vol. II (1787)
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Others emphasized their training as architects: Le Roy’s plates are marked Le Roy arch. 
delin., and the Antiquities of Athens are “measured and delineated by James Stuart F.R.S. 
and F.S.A. and Nicholas Revett painters and architects”. Piranesi turned antiquarianism 
into creative entrepreneurship, making a handsome income from his Views of Rome.48 
Winckelmann, who was neither a noble amateur nor a trained craftsman, employed Casa-
nova and others for the Monumenti Antichi Inediti. Robert Wood and his travel compan-
ions “agreed, that a fourth person in Italy, whose abilities, as an architect and draftsman we 
were acquainted with, would be absolutely necessary”; through this documentation, their 
Levantine journey became an antiquarian expedition rather than an extended, more exotic 
version of a Grand Tour.49 Montfaucon employed a whole team whose renderings are un-
even in quality and inconsistent in style; later in the 18th century, Séroux d’Agincourt took 
care to oversee as much as possible all the drawings made for the collection that became his 
Histoire de l’Art par les Monuments (1810-23).
Antiquarianism was, by its very nature, concerned with arcana: monuments and doc-
uments that required explanation, whether these were the Latin and Greek inscriptions 
compiled by Graevius, Spon and Fourmont, the Anglo-Saxon texts gathered by Hickes 
and Lye, or the paleochristian gold-painted glass and medieval ivory book-bindings re-
produced by Buonarotti. At the end of the paper trail was always someone editing the 
manuscripts, copying the inscriptions, making drawings of the ruins and artifacts; if they 
were not taken from a previous compendium, it was either the antiquarian himself or 
his assistants/correspondents. Sometimes the arcana were not understandable to those 
who reported them, like the cuneiform inscriptions transcribed by Niebuhr in Persepolis, 
or the Palmyrene inscriptions reproduced in Wood’s The Ruins of Palmyra (1753). The 
foundation of Archaeologia, the journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries (1773) can be 
understood as a collective effort to understand such arcana: the bulk of its contents con-
sists of local inscriptions, records, and sites, and the most arcane subjects, reported from 
abroad, are accompanied by a paper from a trusted member.
For the sake of autopsy, antiquarianism was a less sedentary affair than (bibliographic) 
historia literaria. Mabillon perused German and Swiss libraries while compiling De Re 
Diplomatica, and subsequently went hunting early medieval manuscripts in Italy from 
1685-86, documented as Iter italicum literarium (1687). Montfaucon later went the same 
road, armed with his own Palaeographia graeca (1707), in search of antique remains and 
Greek manuscripts.50 Caylus travelled extensively in Italy and the Ottoman Empire as a 
young nobleman before becoming the spider in the web at the Paris Academy, compiling 
his seven-volume Recueil d’Antiquités (1752-67) from “les monumens qui m’appartient, ou 
48 Ronald de Leeuw, “Dealer and Cicerone: Piranesi and the Grand Tour” in S. Lawrence (ed.) Piranesi 
as Designer [Catalogue] (New York: Smithsonian 2007), 240-269
49 Robert Wood, The Ruins of Palmyra; otherwise Tedmar, in the Desart (London: s.n. 1753), preface; 
Kelly, The Society of Dilletanti 121-137; T.J.B. Spencer, “Robert Wood and the Problem of Troy in the 
Eighteenth Century”, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 20:1/2 ( Jan.-June 1957), 75-105: 
78
50 Cf. Arnoldo Momigliano, “Mabillon’s Italian Disciples” in Essays in Ancient and Modern Historiogra-
phy (Oxford: Blackwell 1977)
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qui m’ont appartenu”.51 In his Recueil, he repeatedly emphasizes the importance of excava-
tions, and in Vol. III, he speculates about how much is still preserved in the Greek soil, 
to be unearthed “si ce beau pays devient jamais habité par un peuple policé”.52 The travels 
of Le Roy, Stuart and Revett in Greece, like those of Wood and his companions in the 
same years, were veritable antiquarian expeditions.53 Sometimes, the traveler became an 
antiquarian. The most detailed information about ancient Egypt in the 18th century came 
from the travel reports of De Maillet and Pococke, combined with observations about its 
current state; Carsten Niebuhr improvised his way through Arabia and Persia after the 
rest of his expedition had died, and came home with drawings of Persepolis.
For mid/late-18th century antiquarians, antiquarianism was also a vessel for theory 
formation. Le Roy used his Monuments of Athens to compare Oriental, Classical, and 
Church architecture in the opening historical discours, and to identify architectural “prin-
cipes généraux admis par tant des nations éclairées” more fundamental than those of Vit-
ruvius.54 Robert Wood, while touring “the countries where Ulysses travelled and Homer 
sung”,55 not only catalogued the ruins of Palmyra and Baalbek, but also developed his the-
ory of Homer as the product of a preliterate bardic culture speaking a purer language, laid 
down in his posthumous Essay on the Original Genius of Homer (1769/75). Even Caylus, 
who was as adverse to ‘systems’ as Stuart, argued that “les productions des Arts […] présen-
tent le tableau des mœurs & de l’esprit d’un siècle & d’une Nation; & qu’il est possible 
d’en tirer, sinon des preuves, du moins des conjectures solides pour l’Histoire”;56 the order 
in which he presented his collections, Egyptian, Etruscan, Greek, Roman (and later also 
‘Gaulish’, a category that included pre-Roman and Merovingian), reflected for him the de-
velopment and decadence of antique art.57 Even Toustain and Tassin, who were anything 
but philosophes, philosophized about the evolution of the alphabet.
Throughout, antiquarianism was and remained strained between encyclopaedic uni-
versalism and puzzle-solving. Deciphering arcana required minute attention to the details, 
and as reference works, compendia were more useful for checking and comparing the more 
they were complete. The ideal of erudition inherent to these publications was not neces-
sarily polyhistorical – their aim was rather to salvage the remains of Antiquity from a ‘ship-
wreck’, as Caylus called it, than to put the universe into a book – but it presupposed an in-
51 Caylus, Recueil d’Antiquités Vol. I (1752), i; Cf. Rees, Die Kultur des Amateurs ch. I.2. In later volumes, 
Caylus relaxed this principle, and added up to 400 specimens that were not from his own collection.
52 Ibid., Vol. III (1759), 136. Caylus adds that monuments are better off under indifferent Turks than 
under art-loving Popes who turn the remains of antique Rome into a public quarry.
53 Middleton, “Introduction”, 2-10; Kelly, The Society of Dilletanti, 115-134, 145-149
54 David le Roy, Les Ruines des plus beaux Monuments de la Grèce (Paris: Guerin & Delatour 1758), 
Vol. II, v
55 Wood, The Ruins of Palmyra, preface; nearly identical in the preface to An Essay on the Original Genius 
of Homer (1769/75)
56 Caylus, Recueil Vol. III (1759), vi; cf. p. xi: “Enfin, je désirerois que l’Antiquaire bannit absolument de 
son travail, tous les espèces de systems: je les regarde comme une maladie de l’esprit, causée & entre-
tenue par un épanchement de l’amour-propre; ce sentiment aveugle s’oppose au plus léger changement 
dans le plan que l’Antiquaire s’est formé.”
57 Recueil Vol. I, ix-x
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terest in every aspect of the remote past, informed by a nearly polyhistorical array of factual 
knowledge, competence in dead languages, and auxiliary sciences and techniques; and it 
was linked to the same scholarly practice of compilation that produced universal histories, 
ecclesiastical and sacred histories, and historia literaria. Even in its High Enlightenment 
form, infused with philosophie, antiquarianism still treats knowledge as something that is 
amassed, scrutinized, and classified – something to be re-assembled rather than created.
D’Alembert, in the Discours préliminaire and the article Érudition in the Ency-
clopédie, criticizes precisely the bottomlessness of the pursuit of erudition, and the preoc-
cupation with precious minute facts: “Le pays de l’érudition & des faits est inépuisable”.58 
He does not reject the study of histoire, langues, and livres outright – after all, “aucun genre 
de connoissance n’est méprisable”59 – but he places it hierarchically below, and temporally 
before, the study of Mathématiques and Physique: the revival of letters historically preced-
ed the advent of the sciences because erudite knowledge is easier to accumulate. In the 
Encyclopédie’s scheme of human knowledge, erudition pertains to memory rather than to 
reason, and accordingly, “plus le monde vieillit, plus la matiere de l’érudition augmente”.60 
In the Encyclopédie, erudite material is cut back: there are no articles for persons – even 
Auguste and Agrippa describe only the meaning of these epithets, not its bearers – and 
in eleven volumes of plates, there are only eleven plates of Antiquités, all Roman. Still, 
the Encyclopédie’s relation to erudition and antiquarianism is ambiguous: Bayle is one of its 
heroes, the Jesuit Dictionnaire de Trévoux is its most pillaged source, and while most textual 
borrowings are from 18th-century texts, most references are to 17th-century and classical au-
thors.61 D’Alembert was not the first to criticize the pursuit of erudition: Pope had done so 
in the Dunciad, Voltaire in Le Temple du Goût, and Burckhardt Mencke, himself an erudite 
compiler, in De Charlataneria Eruditorum. Nor was the Encyclopédie the first compendium 
to focus instead on science, technology, and/or economy – it started out as a translation 
of one – but in offering a scheme of knowledge with a reversed hierarchy, laid out in the 
Système figuré des Connoissances humaines, it posed a greater challenge to that pursuit. Still, 
it transformed rather than rejected universalist encyclopaedism and compilation, and even 
drew these things to an extreme; it was, after all, itself a universalist compilation.
For other domains of arts and letters, if they were amenable to general rather than 
particular description, the Encyclopédie functioned as a catalyst. Rousseau’s Dictionnaire de 
Musique, Marmontel’s Éléments de Littérature, and Beauzée’s Grammaire Générale were all 
compiled from their respective Encyclopédie articles. Immediately after the Encyclopédie was 
finished in 1772, revision began; a five-volume Supplément was published in 1776-7. Then, 
58 D’Alembert, “Discours préliminaire”, Encylopédie Vol. I (1751), xx
59 Érudition, Encylopédie Vol. V (1755), 914-918: 916
60 Ibid., 916
61 Russell Horton, Mark Olsen, and Glenn Roe, “Something Borrowed: Sequence Alignment and the 
Identification of Similar Passages in Large Text Collections,” Digital Studies / Le champ numérique 
2:1 (2010): http://www.digitalstudies.org/ojs/index.php/digital_studies/article/view/190/235; 
Horton, Olsen, Roe, Timothy Allen et al., “Plundering Philosophers: Identifying Sources of the 
Encyclopédie”, Journal of the Association for History and Computing 13:1 (2010): http://hdl.handle.
net/2027/spo.3310410.0013.107 (both accessed 14 March 2017)
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what began as a new edition turned out an exponential expansion, just as had happened 
before with the Encylopédie as an ‘updated translation’ of Chambers’ Cyclopaedia. The Ency-
clopédie Méthodique, its successor, restructured the Encyclopédie’s contents by arranging the 
articles into individual dictionaries by subject matter.62 While the Encyclopédie was mainly 
filled by generalists and learned amateurs, the Méthodique, to the extent that it was written 
anew, became more the domain of specialists. Half of the Méthodique’s volumes, including 
most of the dictionaries on arts and letters, were finished between 1782-1792, before the 
Revolutionary Wars and the Reign of Terror; other, larger sections like medicine, chem-
istry, and Histoire Naturelle were only finished in the 19th century. For the volumes Gram-
maire et Littérature, discussed below, the changes in content were minor. Antiquités was 
intended to become something quite adventurous and philosophical, authored by Gébelin; 
but then Gébelin died in 1784, and his successor Mongez instead wrote a dictionary that 
reflected his own Maurist background, with central roles for chronology and diplomatics.63 
Histoire and Beaux-Arts were largely new creations, though hardly offering a new theory 
of history or history of fine art; Architecture however, edited by Quatremère de Quincy, 
was both a powerful synthesis of architectural knowledge and a coherent articulation of 
neo-Classicist style, the self-proclaimed equivalent of ‘more than two thousand old, rare, 
unknown, and dispersed volumes’, and remained authoritative through the 19th century.64
Does the Encyclopédie Méthodique, in its encyclopaedic overstretch, mark an end 
point of the early modern practice of compilation? Not entirely. It was already diverging 
from that practice, and it was not the last universalist compilation: in the 19th century, J.S 
Ersch and and J.G. Gruber undertook an equally large alphabetic Allgemeine Encyclopädie 
der Wissenschaften und Künste (1818-89), left unfinished at various points in the alphabet 
at 99+43+25 volumes. The Méthodique never had the impact of the original Encyclopédie, 
but like the Göttingen Geschichte, it cannot be written off as a colossal failure: in spite of all 
difficulties, all the main sections were carried to completion. Like the Göttingen Geschichte, 
it is both a document of ‘normal science’ at the end of the 18th century and of its transfor-
mation. For the Méthodique, this is mainly so for the natural and exact sciences, where it 
has difficulties reconciling old and new. Mathématiques, finished in 1792, was still commit-
ted to an inclusive conception of mathematics that included (Newtonian) physics, as in 
Montucla’s Histoire des Mathématiques (1754), of which a new edition (1799-1802) appeared 
with the same publisher; the later volumes on Physique, by contrast, present physics as an 
independent field. Botanique and Histoire naturelle had to reconcile Linnaeus and Buffon, 
and then Cuvier on top. The Göttingen Geschichte, by virtue of its historical-bibliograph-
ic format, was better equipped than the Méthodique to accommodate such changes, as it 
62 Cf. Robert Darnton, The Business of Enlightenment: A publishing history of the Encyclopédie, 1775-1800 
(Cambridge (Mass.): Belknap 1979); Doig, From ‘Encyclopédie’ to ‘Encyclopédie méthodique’ (n4)
63 Doig, 95-101
64 Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremère de Quincy (ed.), Encyclopédie Méthodique: Architecture, Vol. I 
(Paris: Panckoucke 1788), ii-iii; Doig, 245-252; Sylvia Lavin, “Re Reading the Encyclopedia: Archi-
tectural Theory and the Formation of the Public in Late-Eighteenth-Century France”, Journal of the 
Society of Architectural Historians 53:2 ( June 1994), 184-192
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could turn them into a tale about the development of the discipline. Gmelin’s Geschichte der 
Chemie (1797-99) describes the emancipation of chemistry in three successive stages, iden-
tified with Boyle, Stahl, and Lavoisier; Fischer’s Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften (1801-
08) is not a succession of great figures and accumulated insights but a problem-oriented 
history of physics, a narrative of competing theories and explanations. In the domain of 
letters, the Göttingen Geschichte became much more programmatic than originally intend-
ed: Fiorillo and Bouterwek outlined and carried out new programmes for the study of art 
and literature, and Wachler and Buhle noted the great changes in history and philosophy 
and called for further change.
In the 19th century, what had been antiquarianism became different things, without 
a common denominator. These things will be discussed in chapter 6. The study of old 
monuments and artifacts became archaeology, partly overlapping with art history and Al-
tertumswissenschaft. Source collection became a centralized, state-sponsored pursuit. Some 
antiquarian compilations had an afterlife, because they were continued (the Acta Sancto-
rum and Histoire littéraire de la France), completed and supplemented (Stuart and Revett’s 
Antiquities of Athens), or finally published (Séroux d’Agincourt’s Histoire de l’Art par les 
Monuments). Most did not. The great archaeological compendia and source publications 
initiated in the first half of the 19th century still have a lot in common with their 18th-cen-
tury antiquarian counterparts – they were, after all, compilations – but they replaced them 
rather than adding to them, and so there is a clear rupture in the way compendia are used. 
Philologists and historians from the 18th century still referred to compendia from one or 
even two centuries ago as a matter of course; in the 19th century, Caylus and Montfaucon 
became curiosities, and Winckelmann a canonical reference rather than a reference work.
Rethinking Universal History
From 1757 to 1768, Étienne Bonnot de Condillac was tutor to Prince Ferdinand I of Parma, 
a grandson of Louis XV who later ended unheroically after being deposed by Napoleon. 
We have a fairly complete though idealized picture of Condillac’s lessons because he later 
published them as Cours d’études pour l’instruction du Prince de Parme (16 vols., 1775), and 
so we also have a rare non-bibliographic overview of what an 18th-century philosopher 
thought was worth knowing.
Condillac’s own contribution begins with a grammaire générale, but he writes in the 
foreword that, before that, they had already studied the Latin and French poets together, 
as well as Goguet’s De l'Origine des Loix. You cannot simply start with principles, Condillac 
holds: though one is never too young to acquire abstract concepts, these should be taught 
through examples and applications and acquired for oneself rather than poured into the 
pupil. As an attempt to put his own philosophy into practice, the Cours is shot through 
with admonitions for how to acquire new insight through hypothesis and analogy, and 
how to avoid and filter out false ideas. The Grammaire, in this scheme, supplies “une méth-
ode analytique, qui nous conduit d'idée en idée”, since “les langues sont pour les peuples 
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ce qu'est l'algèbre pour les géomètres”.65 That method is then applied and perfected in his 
courses on Penser, Raissonner, and Écrire, of which the middle one is essentially a course in 
physics, and the last one in rhetoric and proper writing style. After that, the pupil is ready 
for historical education.
The Cours was written to instruct, not to uncover new historical facts; and so the His-
toire Ancienne and Moderne, which make up three-quarters of the Cours, do not stand out 
among other world histories as far as events are concerned. Still, it is a particularly ‘modern’ 
work in that most pre-classical ancient history and historia sacra is left out: Condillac does 
not devote volumes on the period from Creation to Moses or on the virtues and vices of 
Assyrian kings, as Rollin and the English Universal History and its derivatives do. Instead, 
at the beginning of the Ancient History, there is a chapter on the use of conjectures in his-
torical writing, which according to Condillac is inevitable especially for these early times, 
and which should take into account three factors: human nature, which is universal; local 
conditions, like climate, customs, and government; and finally, les hasards.66 The whole sec-
ond volume is devoted to ancient philosophy, and to questions like why only some arts and 
sciences made progress in antiquity, and most only very slowly. Likewise, at the end of the 
Modern History, there is a separate book about the progress of natural science since the 
Renaissance. Condillac then asks why letters have not made a similar progress, and the 
answer is that they remain huddled in pedantry as long as they are practiced in Latin. After 
that, the work closes with a long quote from Bacon about unmasking the idols of the tribe, 
the idols of the cave, the idols of the marketplace, and the idols of the theatre.
What Condillac was doing, in short, was not overturning a traditional humanist cur-
riculum but reading it en philosophe. That curriculum had been codified in French just a 
few decades earlier, by Fénélon and Rollin. Particularly Condillac’s choice for Antoine-Yves 
Goguet’s very recent De l'Origine des Loix, des Arts et des Sciences et de leurs Progrès chez les 
anciens Peuples (1758) as an introductory textbook is remarkable, especially for use by a pu-
pil in his early teens. The title itself shows the ambiguity between a philosophical concern 
in the progress of the human mind and an antiquarian concern in peuples anciens. Indeed, 
its three volumes go from the Deluge to the Persian conquests under Cyrus, complete with 
chronological tables of Egyptian, Phoenician, Assyrian, Babylonian and Jewish kings. But 
unlike Rollin’s Histoire Ancienne (1730-38), Goguet’s work is not about such kings at all, but 
about such issues as the development of the plow and the origins of the names of constella-
tions – and unlike Rollin, he admits that much of his history is conjectural.
As the case of Condillac and Goguet shows, by the mid-18th century, Universal His-
tory had become an unstable genre. Unlike historia literaria and grammaire générale, it was 
not a mid-17th-century invention: it went back all the way to antiquity with Diodorus 
Siculus and continued through the Middle Ages and the Early Modern period. As such, 
the bibliography of Universalgeschichte fills the entire first volume of Meusel and Struve’s 
Bibliotheca Historica (1782). 
65 Condillac, Grammaire (Oeuvres Vol. V; Houel: Paris l’An VI [1798]), xli-xlii
66 Condillac, Histoire Ancienne (Oeuvres Vol. IX-XV; Houel: Paris l’An VI [1798]), Vol. I ch. I.3
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The tensions in Universal History – between ancient and modern, between history 
rooted in historia sacra and more directed towards culture and/or politics – already were 
there before the mid-18th century. Bossuet and Pufendorf, two late-17th-century authors 
whose works were reprinted and expanded in the 18th century, provided the genre with 
partly complementary, partly conflicting models. Bossuet, bishop of Meaux and tutor to 
the Dauphin, wrote a Discours sur l’Histoire Universelle (1681) that begins with a chronolog-
ical table, then recounts histoire sacrée (i.e. the bible put into history), and then turns to his-
toire profane, but only until Charlemagne; Bossuet’s great advantage over other textbooks is 
that he made a historical narrative out of it. Pufendorf, a law professor better known for his 
contributions to natural law theory, compiled an Einleitung zu der Historie der vornehmsten 
Reiche und Staaten (1682) which skips historia sacra and cursorily treats the ‘four kingdoms’ 
(Assyrian, Persian, Hellenic, Roman – that is, one traditional interpretation of the book 
of Daniel) before moving to modern history. Although the Einleitung does not include his 
theories about the state of nature and its application to Staat- und Völkerrecht, it must be 
read in conjunction with that.67 Bossuet’s work was later supplemented by De la Barre 
who brought it up to the present; Pufendorf even had two continuators to the English and 
French translations respectively, who added histories of non-European states.
Nicolas Lenglet du Fresnoy’s Méthode pour Étudier l’Histoire is a document of this 
tension, not just in what it described but also in its own course of development from a 
two-volume primer to a nine-volume universal history in itself. In its first edition of 1713, it 
is an essay in response to the Pyrrhonist controversy, arguing how history can be trustwor-
thy and outlining its subject matter. It covers the main historical periods and the basics of 
the auxiliary sciences, and is supplemented by two other tracts by other authors (St. Réal 
and St. Évremond) and a catalogue of recommended works of modern historians. In 1729, 
it has become an overview of the state of history and of history itself: it has 120 pages of 
comparative chronological tables for ancient history, it incorporates fragments on universal 
history by Bossuet and Boulainvillers (whose views on history conflict with each other on 
all counts), the catalogue has expanded into a somewhat uneven compendium, and the 
outline of historical periods splits into a semi-bibliographical account of the histories of 
European nations, supplemented by maps for each region. In the posthumous 1772 edition, 
the treatment of geography and chronology has expanded tenfold in comparison to the 
first editions. The historical outline is now a seven-volume narrative in which references to 
auteurs à consulter are relegated to separate paragraphs, while the catalogue is cut back in 
size – there was no point in completing it, with the new Bibliothèque historique in progress. 
There are other editions in between, with other supplements and inserted texts, but these 
are the main phases in the life of Lenglet’s Méthode. It is not clear, however, to what extent 
the additions to the last edition are Lenglet’s or those of the editor.
The core text, the Méthode proper, does not change that much over the various edi-
tions, in spite of reshuffles of chapters; in the 1772 edition, it still refers mainly to 17th-cen-
67 Cf. Helmut Zedelmaier, Der Anfang der Geschichte: Studien zur Ursprungsdebatte im 18. Jahrhundert 
(Hamburg: Meiner 2003), 30-34
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tury debates. In its position, it is consistently ambivalent. For one thing, it starts like a 
guide to reading and ends like a guide to writing; but the rules for writing are ripped from 
a 1632 treatise. Already in the first edition, Lenglet devotes a paragraph to the study of 
mœurs, coutûmes, religions on a par with geography and chronology;  but it is only in the 
posthumous edition that histoire des arts et sciences and histoire littéraire get a place in the 
catalogue. While he champions the use of chronology, he adds in 1729 that “A l'exception 
de cinq ou six auteurs originaux en ce genre, les autres sont ou des serviles copistes, ou des 
compilateurs peu exacts”.68 One change is that the 1729 makes a clear statement about the 
science of history proper, while he had not spoken so clearly of a ‘science’ of history before, 
and programmatic statements in the earlier editions are mainly made through the mouth 
of other authors.
C’est peu de chose que d’avoir la memoire remplie d’un nombre indefini d’années, de 
siècles, d’olympiades & d’époques; de sçavoir cette grande varieté de rois, d’empereurs, 
de conciles & d’heresies. Cette sorte de connoissance ne mérite pas le nom de Science de 
l’Histoire; car savoir, c’est connoître les choses par leurs principes : ainsi savoir l’Histoire, 
c’est connoître les hommes qui en fournissent la matiere; c’est en juger sainement. Étudier 
l’Histoire, c’est étudier les motifs, les opinions & les passions des hommes […] en un mot, 
c’est apprendre à se connoître soi-même dans les autres.69
But at the same time, he argues against “raissonement & conjectures” in these matters, not 
just because “le cœur des rois est impenetrable” but also because “Dieu est au-dessus”70 – 
and he does so in a more archaic spelling, because this is part of the precepts derived from 
Silhon, Conditions de l’Histoire (1632). His chapters on the study of charters, while taking 
a middle ground in the Pyrrhonist controversy, are faithfully Maurist in method; but else-
where he finds the testimony of historians more reliable than that of archives, first because 
a few clear stories are better than many pieces of information, and second since histories 
are subject to public scrutiny, while archives are stored (and corrupted) by people with 
particular interests. For the same reasons, he prefers historians who have held high office 
over those who have studied belles-lettres, though ideally, they should have done both. He 
places histoire sainte above doubt, since it is revealed truth; but it is basically relegated to 
the chronological tables, and has no larger role in his outline than the history of Egypt. 
Even without the rather heretical fragment from Boulainvillers, we need not suspect 
Lenglet of too much piety: he also wrote a thinly disguised ‘refutation’ of Spinoza and a 
history of hermetic philosophy, and contributed to the Encyclopédie in his final years. As 
an author on the fringe of respectability, drawing pensions from nobles but also locked up 
nine times, he was compelled to a perpetual balancing act and could not afford the luxury 
of consistency.71 But the inconsistencies are only partly due to his cut-and-paste method; 
68 Lenglet, Méthode pour étudier l'histoire (Paris: Gandouin 1729 [1713]), Vol. I, 64ff
69 Ibid., 2 
70 Ibid., Vol. II, 459-460
71 Cf. Geraldine Sheridan, Nicolas Lenglet Dufresnoy and the literary underworld of the ancien régime 
(Studies in Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century 262; Oxford: The Voltaire Foundation 1989), espe-
cially pp. 50-58, 97-106
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they also reflect the unstable state of historical studies in the 18th century, and come natu-
rally to a work that seeks to cover it all.
One of the additions to the 1729 edition is a chapter on the use of chronicles and 
universal histories. For Lenglet, the former are mainly products of a barbarous age; while 
the latter are introductions to further study, not high points of scholarship. He identifies 
four ‘classes’ of such works:
I. Les Abregés Chronologiques de l'histoire universelle.
II. Les Chroniques qui ne traitent que des anciens tems.
III. Celles qui embrassent toute l'histoire tant ancienne que moderne.
IV. Enfin celles où il n'est parlé que de quelques siècles, ou de plusiers années.72
It may seem paradoxical, but the classification indeed includes ‘universal histories’ about 
particular periods. Especially in the fourth class, we are dealing with a more restricted 
sense of ‘universal’: Mémoires, Journaux et Gazettes are classified as ‘universal histories’ cov-
ering a few years, not because they describe everything but because they give an overview. 
It was, indeed, not uncommon to call your journal Histoire universelle – another sign of the 
continuity between journals and compendia. As if this was not confusing enough, Lenglet 
adds a fifth class: “une cinquième sorte d'abregé d'histoire universelle, qui ne contient pas 
tant l'histoire suivie du monde, qu'une introduction à l'histoire de chaque nation en partic-
ulier”.73 The fifth class, prominently, includes Pufendorf, whom Lenglet considers a rather 
imperfect model; the ad hoc classification indicates the tension within universal history 
once more.
In the same year as this edition, a prospectus came out in the Monthly Chronicle for a 
universal history larger and broader than any yet attempted before, by a group of London 
booksellers and an anonymous ‘number of learned gentlemen’. Appearing from 1730 to 1765, 
the Universal History from the Earliest Account of Time became the largest historical work 
of the century with 65 volumes octavo (21 on ancient, 44 on modern history). According 
to the chapter on universal history in the 1772 Méthode, “rien n’égale pour l’étendue & 
les récherches, l’Histoire Universelle, traduite de l’Anglois, d’une société de gens de lettres 
[…] où presque toutes les difficultés de l’histoire se trouvent approfondies, & savamment 
discutées”.74
The Universal History described itself on the title page as ‘compiled from original 
writers’; that is, it warranted its veracity and made no claim for originality of its own. Its 
main editor was orientalist George Sale, publicly known as the author of the century’s 
authoritative Koran translation; but its staff also included the infamous George Psalma-
nazar, author of a confabulated ‘history of Formosa’, who revealed Sale’s editorship in his 
posthumous memoirs.75 The ancient history first appeared in monthly folio fascicules, and 
72 Méthode (1729), Vol. I, 60
73 Ibid., 72
74 Lenglet, Méthode (ed. É.-F. Drouet) (Paris: Debure & Tilliard 1772 [1713]), Vol. I, 490
75 Cf. Guido Abbatista, “The Business of Paternoster Row: Towards a publishing history of the Univer-
sal History (1736-1765)”, Publishing History 17 (1985), 5-50
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then was rearranged into cheaper octavo volumes; the modern part began to appear only in 
1759. Although it continued to present itself as a compilation, and was made at high speed 
(44 volumes in some ten years), the modern part is a much more independent and inno-
vative work. The ancient history is indeed a compilation, comparing Biblical and Classical 
authors, supported by long chronological tables, and initially dealing only with Europe 
and the Near East (though the octavos have supplements (vol. XX) on the Tartars, Indi-
ans, and Chinese, and ‘a Dissertation on the Peopling of America’). The modern history 
starts with three volumes of Arab history, drawn for a large part from Arabian texts, and 
self-consciously proclaims itself without precedent, “Nothing of that kind having yet ap-
peared in any of the European tongues”.76 This is, without a doubt, George Sale speaking; 
Gibbon later comments in a footnote, “yet, notwithstanding their high-sounding boasts, I 
cannot find, after the conclusion of my work, that they have afforded me much (if any) ad-
ditional information”, and calls it a “dull mass, […] not quickened by a spark of philosophy 
and taste”.77 Other volumes deal with at length with mercantile expansion (vols. IX-XI), 
African states (XIV-XVIII), and the conquest of America (XXXVIII-XLI) – also sub-
jects not treated in full before.
Partly, it is precisely because of its compilatory method that the modern history is a 
more modern work, in that it includes descriptions of culture, religion and economy. These 
descriptions are taken straight from travel accounts, and no attempt is made to connect 
these parts to the invariably dull accounts of kings, successions and battles that follow 
upon them. Even the volumes on mercantile expansion do not really offer an analysis of 
mercantilism or the Eastern and Atlantic trade; they just give the history of each European 
nation’s companies and voyages of discovery. And of course, the overall frame of reference 
is European; Sale and co. made no flogging cultural comparisons like Voltaire’s. Still, they 
wrote a history of the world that includes the rise of Islam, the spread of Buddhism, the 
Indus Valley and the Yellow River. The one thing that is lacking, at least in the first edition, 
is a history of Britain; but then, Hume and Smolett were publishing their histories of 
England at the same time.78
Even before the Universal History was finished, William Guthrie and John Gray un-
dertook a synopsis, together with ‘others eminent in this branch of literature’. The synopsis, 
A General History of the World from the Creation to the present Time (1764-67) still filled 
twelve volumes and a register; but it dropped the ancient chronologies as well as most of 
the non-Western histories, with the exception of the Middle East. The preface argued that 
the usefulness of a universal history lies in the fact that all national histories are interrelat-
ed, and that no historical fact exists in isolation. Therefore, what the general reader needs is 
76 [George Sale], The Modern Part of an Universal History from the Earliest Account of Time, Vol. I (Lon-
don: Richardson, Osborne et al. 1759), i. Furthermore, “We doubt not, therefore, but our readers will 
find the life of Mohammed, contained in this volume, the most complete and perfect piece of its kind 
that in any European language has yet appeared” (pp. ii-iii)
77 Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Vol. V (London: Strahan 1788), 275n
78 Abbatista, “The Business of Paternoster Row”, 19
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not an all-encompassing antiquarian compendium, and least of all “obscure erudition and 
scholastic conjecture”, but more something like an encyclopaedia:
It has been therefore our endeavour to give every fact its full scope; but at the same time 
to retrench all disgusting superfluity, to give every object the due proportion it ought to 
maintain in the general picture of mankind without crowding the canvas; such an history 
should, in one respect, resemble a well formed dictionary of the arts and sciences; both 
[i.e. universal history and dictionary] should serve as a complete history of science or 
history to every man, except in his own profession, in which more particular tracts or 
explanations may be wanted.79
Therefore, in line with their anti-antiquarian rhetoric, Gray and Guthrie found that they 
could also dispense with footnotes. The title page promised to include ‘Forms of Govern-
ment, Laws, Religions, Customs and Manners; the Progress of Learning, Arts, Sciences, 
Commerce and Trade’; but it is less informative on these points than the original, because 
the Universal History addresses them mainly in the non-Western parts, as a substitute for 
rather than as an integral element of history.
The Universal History became a European project in translation, as it was quickly 
translated into Dutch, French, and Italian, with spin-offs in other languages. German 
translations of both the Universal History (1744-1814) and the General History (1765-1808) 
followed later, and are a complicated story of revisions and additions in which universal 
history was rethought once more.  While the French translation made some mild patriotic 
corrections, and the Dutch translation added some notes and left out the ‘less marketable’ 
volumes on Africa, the German translations both exploded halfway and became independ-
ent, interrelated but competing projects.80
The German translation of the Universal History was undertaken at the initiative of 
the Halle publisher Gebauer, under the supervision of Halle theologian Siegmund Jacob 
Baumgarten (until vol. XVII, 1757) and his pupil Johann Salomo Semler (until 1766, that 
is, through the Seven Years’ War). Each volume was enriched with a frontispiece and a vi-
gnette, picturesque rather than allegorical, giving its readers an image of the remote coun-
tries and periods covered. From the beginning, the Algemeine Welthistorie was a critical 
translation: Baumgarten and Semler took over the notes from the Dutch translation, add-
ed new ones, wrote introductions which commented on the sources, and filled six volumes 
of Erläuterungsschriften und Zusätzen. But the basic historiographical premises were not 
questioned. This changed in 1766, when volumes XXIX and XXX (on Russia, Poland, 
Lithuania, and Sweden) met with two merciless reviews by August Schlözer.81
79 John Gray, William Guthrie et al., A General History of the World from the Creation to the present Time 
(London: Newbery et al. 1764-67), Vol. I, v, xi-ii
80 An overview of the contents of the Universal History, an assessment of its French and Dutch trans-
lations, and the most extensive contemporary account of the Halle and Leipzig translations is in the 
foreword to Fortsetzung der Algemeinen Welthistorie durch eine Gesellschaft von Gelehrten in Teutschland 
und Engeland ausgefertiget, Vol. L (ed. A. Schlözer & L. Gebhardi) (Halle: Gebauer 1785), iv-xxvi 
[signed Gebhardi]
81 Göttingische Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen 12 & 43-44 (27 January & 10-12 April 1766), 90-94 & 340-348
110
At that point, Schlözer was a member of the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences 
after years in Sweden. In the Göttingische Anzeigen, he accused the translators and the Eng-
lish authors of knowing neither the geography nor the languages of the countries they were 
writing about, of working in a hurry, and of following Voltaire’s history of Peter the Great.
Doch man muss sie nach ihrem Zwecke beurtheilen: ihr Werk sollte kein allgemeines 
historisches Orakel, nicht für Akademisten, nicht für Geschichtsforscher von Profession 
geschrieben seyn. Aber eine Geschichte soll sie doch seyn, und kein Fabelbuch! […] Wir 
verlangen von der allgemeinen Welthistorie keine neue Erfindungen, nicht Kritik, nicht 
eine ganzliche Erschöpfung der Geschichte, nicht ein Gebrauch aller Quellen: aber wir 
fordern Wahrheit, und keine Fabeln; wir verbitten den Gebrauch der schlechtesten Quel-
len…82
Schlözer’s reviews came at a moment when the Algemeine Welthistorie was already begin-
ning to change tracks. The preface to Vol. XXVIII announced that “man auf Verlangen 
mehrerer Liebhaber die Reihe und Folge der englischen Bände etwas verändern wird”,83 
skipping the African kingdoms in order to get sooner to the European states. Vols. XXIX-
XXX were the last ones to be called Übersetzung, and the last ones edited by Semler. After 
that, publication, which had followed the cycle of the Leipzig book fairs, was stopped for a 
year; the series was now supervised by Gatterer, and now called itself Fortsetzung instead of 
Übersetzung; and Schlözer was asked to write his own volume on Nordic history.84
That volume, however, was delayed because Schlözer followed a call to Göttingen, 
where his relation with his erstwhile teacher Gatterer soon grew sour. It appeared in 1771 
as Vol. XXXI, but Vols. XXXII-III on Scandinavia came out earlier, containing prefaces 
by Gatterer that defended ancient chronology and mathematically grounded geography, 
and a history of Denmark that started with Odin. Schlözer’s preface, in contrast, argued 
that we know nothing about early history, nothing about the North in antiquity, and noth-
ing reliable before the advent of the Christian era there. Proper history, he stated, should 
protect the reader both against credulous antiquarians and against uninformed foreigners; 
and in order to be truly allgemein, just like allgemeine Naturkunde, it had to be a System.85 
What the volume contained, however, was a collection of source-critical tracts by German 
and Danish scholars and a relatively short historical outline by Schlözer himself – a mod-
ernized antiquarian compendium rather than a running history. No ‘System’ was imposed 
82 Ibid., 347
83 Übersetzung der Algemeinen Welthistorie die in Engeland durch eine Gesellschaft von Gelehrten ausgefer-
tiget worden, Vol. XXVIII (ed. J. Semler) (Halle: Gebauer 1765), 42
84 Marcus Conrad, Geschichte(n) und Geschäfte. Die Publikation der “Allgemeinen Welthistorie” im Verlag 
Gebauer in Halle (1744-1814), 111-115 and ch. 4. Cf. Johan van der Zande, “August Ludwig Schlözer 
and the English Universal History”, in S. Berger, P. Lambert & P. Schumann (eds.) Historikerdialoge. 
Geschichte, Mythos und Gedächtnis im deutsch-britischen kulturellen Austausch, 1750-2000 (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 2003)
85 Fortsetzung der Algemeinen Welthistorie durch eine Gesellschaft von Gelehrten in Teutschland und Enge-
land ausgefertiget, Vol. XXXI (ed. A. Schlözer) (Halle: Gebauer 1771), 2
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upon the Universal History; Gatterer sidetracked Schlözer on the project and supervised 
two more volumes, after which it became the province of individual authors.86 
86 Conrad, Geschichte(n) und Geschäfte, 170ff. Gatterer’s letter to Gebauer denouncing Schlözer is re-
produced in the appendix, pp. 320-1. Schlözer’s history of Lithuania was still included in Vol. L, eight 
years after it was finished.
Image 14: Ancients and Moderns. Frontispiece of Algemeine Weltgeschichte
Vol. XXXI [=Schlözer, Nordische Geschichte] (1771)
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While the Halle Welthistorie changed track, it also got a commercial competitor in 
nearby Leipzig. (Bear in mind that Halle was in Prussia, Leipzig in Saxony, and Göttin-
gen in Hannover, under different jurisdictions.) The German translation of the General 
History was undertaken, purportedly, because the Algemeine Welthistorie had grown out 
of hand and because its end was not yet in sight: “wie viele haben das Ende des Werkes 
nicht erlebet, wie viele werden es noch nicht erleben?”87 Like the Halle project, the Leipzig 
Weltgeschichte was intended as a somewhat emended translation, with footnotes added, 
under the supervision of Christian Gottlob Heyne, then freshly appointed as librarian 
and professor of rhetoric in Göttingen. Heyne’s emendations mainly concerned ancient 
authors and chronology.88 But from the fifth volume on, the first one not edited by him, the 
emendation became rewriting, and then completely new work, so that the Leipzig Allge-
meine Weltgeschichte, in the end, became almost as big as the Halle Welthistorie.
In the prefaces to volumes V, XI and XII, one can find the familiar complaints: Gray, 
Guthrie &co seem to be ignorant of the language and the main sources, and so they pro-
duce a ‘Rarität’ which only serves the ‘Bücherfabrik’ and not the readers.89 Though these 
volumes still cover the same subjects as the English original, the designation changes from 
‘übersetzt’ (V.1) via ‘nach der Anleitung’ (V.2) to ‘nach dem Plan’ (V.3). Heyne, again taking 
care of Vols. VI-VII, avers that a ‘complete melt-over’ is not feasible. Instead, he silently 
corrects the history of Arabs and Turks with the help of a leading Arabist; and he removes 
“die schönen Raisonnements, mit welchen der Engländer seine kahle Erzählung hatte aufs-
tutzen wollen”, which he compares to the philosophical fads of Voltaire.90 That was Heyne’s 
last statement on the matter. Schröck, the translator of Vols. VIII and X, defends Gray 
and Guthrie by asking why you would translate a book if you only heap all kinds of abuse 
on it; but in Vol. XI he too abandons the original. In these forewords, there is also disagree-
ment about the uses of a universal history: Heyne sees it as a handbook for looking things 
up, Ritter (the editor of Vols. V.1-4) as a study guide for tracking things down, and Schröck 
as a work for Liebhaber, not to be marred by too much commentary.
In the later volumes (XIIIff ), which bear no relation to the General History, there are 
no such statements on how to write universal history. There are, instead, strongly national-
ist statements in the final part (XVII.1-5), which contains Johannes von Müller’s Geschicht-
en Schweizerischer Eidgenossenschaft (1780/86-1806). Originally it was requested for the 
Halle Welthistorie; but when time proved too short for that, Müller retracted, “Weil ich 
87 Allgemeine Weltgeschichte von der Schöpfung an bis auf gegenwärtige Zeit, Vol. I (ed. C. Heyne) (Halle: 
Weidmann 1765), x [from the foreword by Johann Ernesti]
88 For Heyne’s editorial work, see Heydenreich, Christian Gottlob Heyne und die Alte Geschichte, ch. 3; for 
changes in historical outlook, cf. Zedelmaier, Anfang der Geschichte, 173ff; Monika Baár, “From General 
History to National History: the Transformation of William Guthrie’s and John Gray’s General His-
tory of the World in Continental Europe”, in S. Stockhorst (ed.), Cultural Transfer through Translation. 
The Circulation of Enlightened Thought in Europe by Means of Translation (Amsterdam: Rodopi 2010)
89 Allgemeine Weltgeschichte Vol. V.1 (ed. Johann Daniel Ritter) (1768), xiii 
90 Allgemeine Weltgeschichte Vol. VII.1 (ed. C. Heyne) (1772), iii-v. The leading arabist was Johann Jacob 
Reiske, who was originally asked to translate Vols. VI-VII, but instead supplied Heyne with com-
ments and corrections.
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nicht so gut als Meusel, sondern so gut als Tacitus schreiben möchte”.91 Dedicated to the 
Eidgenossen, it extols the lasting Republican virtues of the confederacy above the ephemeral 
glory of Alexander and Charlemagne, and it starts with a description of the sublime peaks 
of the Alps. With a view on the fossils contained in these mountains, Müller takes leave of 
the chronology of the Biblical time frame: “Das menschliche Geschlecht ist von Gestern, 
und öffnet kaum heute seine Augen der Betrachtung des Laufs der Natur”.92
The case of the Universal History and its offspring shows how difficult it is to pin 
down ‘normal science’. Like all large-scale projects, it was a transitional project: by the time 
the project is finished, or abandoned, it has become something different, not just because 
the plan has changed but also because the norms and the state of knowledge have changed. 
As a work halfway history and compilation, the flagship of its genre, the Universal History 
reflects the tensions within that genre and within 18th-century historical scholarship at 
large. At the same time, even in an age of large compendia, its size is exceptional; it is too 
big to be ‘normal’ in that sense, and too half-hearted in its scholarly aspirations to set stand-
ards. But in its German adaptations, it became more of a ‘history’ than had been written 
in that language before; and its forewords and annotations were vessels for the discussion 
about these standards.
In this discussion, Gatterer and Schlözer were opposite poles, even though they had 
a lot in common. For both, universal history was the core of Geschichtsforschung; but not 
universal history as embodied by the Universal History. Both wanted universal history to 
be a ‘system’, and supported by large data collections, so that history could become a Wis-
senschaft; both stated that such a history should be selective; both, in the end, only gave an 
outline of it. But their systems are different. For one thing, Gatterer’s begins with Creation, 
while Schlözer’s begins with recorded history, ab urbe condita at the earliest. Gatterer’s 
is built on chronological calculations, medieval charters, numismatic collections, heraldic 
tables, and historical maps – in short, on rather traditional source material. Schlözer’s is 
a political history built on statistics – both in the 18th-century sense of the science of gov-
ernment, and in the modern sense of demographic and economic data. The ten volumes 
of Schlözer’s journal Briefwechsel, meist historischen und politischen Inhalts (1776-82) are full 
of it. 
In the Vorstellung seiner Universalhistorie (1772) Schlözer argues for a history that is 
“poorer, richer, and more useful”, free from the shibboleths of both philosophers and an-
tiquarians. It is ‘poorer’ because it leaves out “I. Kritik II. Raissonemens III. Chronologie 
IV. Reihen von Königen V. Kleinigkeiten”,93 ‘richer’ because it includes the whole world, 
and combines “Stats-, Handels-, Religions-, Kunst- und Gelehrtengeschichte”,94 and ‘more 
useful’ because it is both comprehensive, encyclopaedic, and cosmopolitan. “Sie wird im 
91 Johannes von Müller, letter to Gebauer (10 Dec. 1775), quoted in Conrad, Geschichte(n) und Geschäfte, 
350. Meusel was a particularly productive journalist and compiler, and the author of Vols. XXX-
VI-XXXIX on France.
92 Müller, Geschichten Schweizerischer Eidgenossenschaft Vol. I (Leipzig: Weidmann 1786), 3
93 August Schlözer, Vorstellung seiner Universalhistorie (Göttingen/Gotha: Dieterich 1772), 25-28
94 Ibid., 29
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Grunde eine Geschichte der Menschheit; eine neue Art von Geschichte, die bisher meist von 
Philosophen bearbeitet worden, da sie ein Eigentum des Historikers ist.”95 In other words, 
it should not merely be chronological and geographical, but also technographical and eth-
nographical, describing peoples and their state of technological development in a new kind 
of Völkerkunde.96
After the Vorstellung, open polemic finally erupted between Gatterer and Schlözer, 
which ended in stalemate.97 Schlözer defeated Gatterer in attracting more students; Gat-
terer continued writing manuals and training specialists in all the auxilliary sciences, com-
piled an Apparat of medieval charters and copies, and chaired the Göttingen historical in-
stitute. Meanwhile, Heyne edited the Göttingische Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen, expanded 
the university library, and taught historically informed philology in his seminar, where his 
students included the Schlegel brothers, the Humboldt brothers, F.A. Wolf, and Arnold 
Heeren. Together, Gatterer, Schlözer, and Heyne set the standards for historical research 
at German universities for their generation. But the systematic Universalgeschichte that 
Gatterer and Schlözer stood for could hardly have become more than an outline – it was 
not for lack of means or devotion. Herder, interfering in the polemic on Gatterer’s behalf, 
unintentionally spelled the verdict on both of them: “Universalhistorie endlich! – und die 
ist eine Tabelle!”98
General Grammar and the ‘Science of Language’
More than a century elapsed after the publication of the Grammaire Générale et Raison-
née by Arnauld and Lancelot (1660) before other works that called themselves grammaires 
générales appeared. Strictly speaking, it only became a genre with the appearance of the 
works by Beauzée, Du Marsais, Gébelin, and Condillac between 1767-75. It is not as if 
nothing had happened in between: other French grammars, while not calling themselves 
by that name, had appealed to the principles of the Port-Royal grammar;99 there had been 
translations and reprints, some expanded with the Rémarques (1754) of Abbé Duclos and 
later with a supplement by Abbé Fromant; in England, James Harris had carried out a 
similar analysis of the elements of speech in Hermes, Or, A Philosophical Inquiry concerning 
Universal Grammar (1751). The first grammaires générales that appeared in 1767-9 were not 
entirely new either. That of Du Marsais came out thirteen years after his death, and was in-
timately linked to his widely read analysis of figures of style in Des Tropes (1730); Beauzée’s 
95 Ibid., 31
96 Ibid., 96-103
97 Gierl, Geschichte als präzisierte Wissenschaft, 365-386
98 Herder, [review of ] “A.L. Schlözers Vorstellung seiner Universalgeschichte”, Frankfurter gelehrte An-
zeigen 60 (28 July 1772), 473-478: 476
99 Régnier-Desmarsais, Traité de la Grammaire françoise (1706); Buffier, Grammaire françoise sur un Plan 
nouveau (1709); Restaut, Principes généraux et raissonnés de la Grammaire françoise (1732); Girard, Les 
vrais Principes de la Langue françoise, ou la Parole réduite au Méthode (1747)
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was based on his articles for the Encyclopédie; Condillac’s, for that matter, was held up by 
the censors until 1775.100
What makes something a ‘general grammar’? There are four characteristics that at 
least all works with that title, and their most obvious English and German cognates, have 
in common. These are 1) a distinction between the contingent grammars of individual 
languages and the science of grammar in general; 2) an identification of the basic elements 
of language, progressing from sounds via words to syntax; 3) a didactic aspect; and 4) an 
ambition to analyze the logical structure of thought as it is expressed through language in 
propositions.101 The scholars of Port-Royal were not the first to study grammar as a key to 
human reasoning: Descartes had proposed that in a letter to Mersenne,102 and before that, 
the Latin grammar of Sanctius (Minerva, 1562) had already made ratio its cornerstone. 
The Port-Royal grammar does so, manifestly, in French; and with its clear structure, it 
furnished an easily replicable model. It states its purpose as “faire par science, ce que les 
autres font seulement par coustume”,103 and so, with an allusion to Descartes, it rules out 
grammars that stand at the service of proper usage as ‘unscientific’.
The Port-Royal grammar was generally called so not just because its authors taught 
at the Jansenist convent of Port-Royal, but also because it is part of a series of works: Nou-
velles Méthodes for learning Latin, Greek, Italian and Spanish by Lancelot, and a Logique 
by Arnauld and Nicole that sought to replace scholastic logic. Thus ‘Port-Royal’ became 
the epithet of a kind of collective authorship, later idealized by Sainte-Beuve in a massive 
monograph (Port-Royal, 1840-58) which both contrasts and aligns them with the literary 
heroes of the court of Louis XIV. The categories of the Port-Royal grammar are those 
familiar from Latin grammar applied to French, but they are assumed to represent the 
structure of language at large, and indeed there are comparisons between French, Latin, 
Greek, Hebrew, and other languages in it. These are only made more than anecdotically, 
however, with regard to the alphabet and the sounds expressed in it.
To the extent that the Port-Royal grammar and its successors define the genre gram-
maire générale, it is mainly a French hobby, just like historia literaria in the narrow sense is 
mainly German. In itself, the genre is not representative of late 17th-18th century language 
study; it is too narrowly confined for that. What makes it stand out is not just its replicable 
100 Ulrich Ricken, “Les deux Grammaires de Condillac”, Histoire Épistemologie Langage 8:1 (1986), 71-90. 
A full list of general grammars and related writings is in Charles Porset, “Grammatica Philosophans. 
Les sciences du langage de Port-Royal aux Idéologues”, in A. Joly & J. Stefanini (eds.), La Grammaire 
Générale des Modistes aux Idéologues (Lille: Publications de l'Université de Lille III 1977), 11-95
101 Cf. Bartlett’s introduction to Beauzée’s Grammaire Générale (ed. Barrie Bartlett) (Stuttgart: From-
mann 1974 [1767]), Vol. I, 16*
102 Descartes to Mersenne, November 1629; in Marin Mersenne, Correspondance (ed. C. de Waard et al.) 
(Paris: Beauchesne 1933-88), Vol. II, 327. Quoted in James Knowlson, Universal Language Schemes in 
England and France, 1600-1800 (Toronto & Buffalo: University of Toronto Press  1975), 65-66
103 Arnauld and Lancelot, Grammaire Générale et Raisonnée (Paris 1664 [1660]), 4. This is in particular 
aimed against the Remarques sur la langue françoise: utiles à ceux qui veulent bien parler et bien escrire 
(1647) of Vaugelas, which sought to codify the language of the court and impose it as a general model.
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format, but also its demarcation of a ‘scientific’ or ‘philosophical’ study of language, and the 
clustering of other linguistic pursuits around the genre. 
The Port-Royal grammar is not unique in its ambition to demarcate a science of lan-
guage; in the same decade that the Port-Royal grammar appeared, John Wilkins was car-
rying out a more radical purging of grammar within a more wildly ambitious scheme in An 
Essay towards a Real Character and a Philosophical Language (1668). It was dedicated to and 
published by the Royal Society, of which he was a founding member; several fellow mem-
bers helped him with the great scheme of ‘“all kinds of things and notions, to which names 
are to be assigned” that forms the main part of the work.104 With the help of this 274-page 
classification of all possible objects of knowledge, he sought to construct a universal lan-
guage free from the irregularities, circumlocutions and imprecisions of existing languages. 
In this scheme, God plays a prominent role: the first distinction of entities is between 
Creator and creature. Wilkins was, after all, Bishop Wilkins; the preface mentions as the 
main aims of a universal language both the spread of science and of religion, and bemoans 
the confusion of tongues. The Port-Royal scholars were quite as much driven by pious 
motives – Dieu is their favourite subject of sample sentences – but it is a different kind of 
piety, centred around Scripture, while that of Wilkins is devoted to the Book of Nature.
The next step for Wilkins in the construction of a universal language is the classifi-
cation of a ‘natural grammar’, “which may likewise be styled Philosophical, Rational, and 
Universal”105 as opposed to those stating the rules of any language in particular. This is the 
same distinction between universal and particular as the Port-Royal grammar, and Wilkins 
follows the same conventional grammatical categories; but while Arnauld and Lancelot 
effectively describe language as an independent and self-contained system, Wilkins con-
stantly links his grammatical classifications to his scheme of ‘all things and notions’, and 
particularly to notions expressing relations between things and/or notions. Finally, this 
leads him to the introduction of a ‘real character’, consisting of abstract symbols indicating 
genus, species, and grammatical role, and of a ‘philosophical language’ which forms its pho-
netically written counterpart. 
Although it presents a philosophical construct, Wilkins’ Essay is much more about 
real languages than the Port-Royal grammar. The introductory part contains reflections 
on the origins of language, language variety, and language change; it includes a list of Eu-
ropean ‘mother tongues’, that is, language families, derived from Scaliger.106 While Arnauld 
and Lancelot only discuss sounds by comparing the Latin, Greek and Hebrew alphabets, 
Wilkins devotes a long chapter to developing a phonetic alphabet, classified according to 
the organs by which sounds are produced, illustrated anatomically, and laid out in a matrix. 
After using the Lord’s Prayer and Credo as samples for illustrating the ‘real character’, he 
104 James Wilkins, An Essay towards a Real Character and a Philosophical Language (London: Royal Soci-
ety 1668), 23
105 Ibid., 297. The members who helped him (Willoughby for animals, Wray for plants, Lloyd for philo-
logical and philosophical matters) are mentioned in the ‘Epistle to the Reader’ at the beginning (n.p.).
106 Ibid., 3-4; the source is Justus Scaliger, “Diatribe de Europæorum Linguis”, in Opuscula varia antehac 
non edita (Paris: Drouart 1610), 119-123
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Image 15: How sounds are made. Wilkins, Essay towards a Real Character and a Philosophical 
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gives an interlinear translation in 50 languages with the philosophical language and pho-
netically written English at the bottom. Finally, he devotes an appendix to the shortcom-
ings of Latin and Chinese, apparently the two most obvious competitors for universality, 
in comparison to his own universal language. Printed separately, and often bound with the 
Essay, is an Alphabetical Dictionary, “wherein all English Words according to their various 
Significations are either referred to their Places in the Philosophical Tables, Or explained 
by such Words as are in those Tables”.107 The Essay, in short, is a much richer work than 
the Port-Royal grammar; but it was also less of a model for future language study, for that 
was not its main intent, and more of a discouragement to later universal language schemes, 
which were not again undertaken on this scale.108 Unlike the Port-Royal Grammar, it had 
no translations or reprints.
Later allusions to ‘Universal Grammar’ until the middle of the 18th century are mainly 
in grammars of English, which, for that matter, also took the translated Port-Royal Gram-
mar as a point of reference.109 One interesting exception is The Compleat Linguist, or Uni-
versal Grammar (1719-26), a series of ten grammars by the eccentric clergyman John Hen-
ley, in which he promised to make its readers conversant in all polite and ancient languages. 
‘Linguist’, in this context, means polyglot.110 There is no aspiration to found a science of 
language behind it; its ‘universality’ lies not in the identification of first principles, but in 
comparing the grammar of different languages and offering a ‘method’ (essentially com-
mon-sense advice and reading tips) on how to learn a language. At the end of the French 
grammar (No. V), Henley promised that
A key to the Universal Grammar shall be publish’d, as soon as Leisure will admit, 
which will explain the Terms of Grammar to the meanest Capacity; and at the End of 
each Class of Tongues, an Index of the Foreign Words in each, with the Interpretation of 
them.
But Leisure, apparently, did not admit, for neither appeared. (Originally, his plan was to 
publish one grammar each month; but the Greek and Latin grammars took two months 
each, the Hebrew grammar three, and the last three instalments dragged on for years.) 
Though largely drawn from earlier grammars, Henley’s grammar compilation is not devoid 
of theoretical insight. Part of his method is to acquire “An Idea of the Class, under which 
107 [William Lloyd and John Wilkins], Alphabetical Dictionary (London: Gellibrand and Martin 1668), 
title page. There are no definitions in the dictionary, only either references to places in the scheme of 
things and notions or to synonyms which have such a reference.
108 That is, as all-encompassing classificatory schemes. Leibniz played with the idea of a language of 
monads, inspired by I Ching. Gébelin’s grand scheme, discussed below, was no less ambitious but dif-
ferent, seeking to reconstruct rather than construct a universal language. Several more of such grand 
reconstructive schemes appeared in the early 19th century in England, the most quasi-mathematical of 
which is Walter Whiter’s Etymologicon Universale (1800/1811-25). Cf. chapter 5.
109 Cf. Astrid Göbels, Die Tradition der Universalgrammatik im England des 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts 
(Münster: Nodus 1999), chs. 5-6
110 Sylvain Auroux, “The first uses of the French word ‘Linguistique’”, in H. Aarsleff, L.G. Kelly & H.-
J. Niederehe (eds.), Papers in the History of Linguistics (Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins 
1987), 447-459: 448
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the tongue is rang’d, and in particular, of the Tongues from which it is deriv’d”;111 since, as 
the Hebrew grammar affirms, “The Principles of Grammar in each Tongue are different; as 
each Tongue is, on the Nature of which they are founded”.112 Each grammar is preceded by 
a discourse on the ‘genius and history’ of the language; Greek is singled out as the ‘most ac-
complish’d Tongue’, and Hebrew as the ‘most pure, simple, antient, and Radical language’.113 
The final volume, on English, begins with an overview of the main languages not included 
in the Compleat Linguist, and then gives an introduction to Old Gothic, Icelandic (‘Runic’) 
and Anglo-Saxon, mainly derived from Hickes. 
The idea of a universal grammar, distinct from the grammars of individual languages, 
is taken up again in Hermes, Or, A Philosophical Inquiry concerning Language and Universal 
Grammar (1751) by James Harris. Throughout his work, Harris does not cite the ante-
cedent of either Wilkins or Port-Royal; he is quite as purist as they are, but his purism is 
different, and so is his theological agenda. He presents himself as a ‘Lover of Letters’, and so 
his aim in lifting the study of language is not to purge grammar of rhetoric and proper us-
age but to “enlarge the bounds of Science; to revive the decaying taste of ancient Literature, 
to lessen the bigotted contempt of every thing not Modern”.114  So his footnotes are filled 
with references to Plato, Aristotle, and ancient grammarians; his sample sentences are tak-
en from English, Latin and Greek poetry, and his adversaries are not other grammarians 
but modern philosophers like Locke and Hobbes. Still, Hermes has all the four aspects of 
a general grammar, except that the decomposition of language into its constituent parts 
goes back no further than words and declensions. Words, for Harris, are the basic elements 
of language, since they are the simplest expressions of ideas: a Sound significant, of which 
no Part is of itself significant.115 Sounds, letters, and syllables are merely its matter or ὕλη.116 
Accordingly, there is only an arbitrary relation between sound and meaning; an idea which 
Monboddo took over from him, but for which they were later criticized fiercely by Horne 
Tooke.
Of all general or universal grammarians, Harris is the most explicit about his math-
ematical ideals of science. Mathematics, for him, is both the most useful and the most 
sublime part of science; it is “the noblest part of Logic, or universal Reasoning.”117 
But mathematics cannot replace logic, only exemplify it; in itself, it is only concerned with 
lines and numbers, while language relates to the world. Whether this is intended as a quip 
towards Wilkins or Leibniz is hard to say, but Hermes does not work towards a grand 
111 John Henley, An Introduction to an English Grammar […] Being Number X. of the Complete Linguist; 
or Universal Grammar (London: Roberts et al. 1726), ii
112 Henley, The Compleat Linguist; Or, An Universal Grammar Of all the Considerable Tongues in Being, 
Vol. VI (London: Roberts & Pemberton 1720), xxviii
113 Ibid., xxiv
114 James Harris, Hermes, Or, A Philosophical Inquiry concerning Language and Universal Grammar (Lon-
don: Nourse 1751), xv-xvi
115 Ibid., 20
116 Ibid., 316
117 Ibid., xiii
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scheme of things and notions or a langue des calculs. His repeatedly avowed aim is rather 
to save letters from extinction.
Hermes consists of three Parts, without titles, devoted to I. the elements of language, 
II. the combination of these elements into propositions, and III. the relation between 
signs and ideas. The basic distinction among elements is between words that have mean-
ing by themselves (nouns) and those only have meaning in relation to others (verbs and 
adverbs, articles, prepositions). However, attributes (that is, verbs and adverbs) can also 
be transformed into nouns that stand for general and abstract concepts, while articles and 
prepositions serve to distinguish between the general and the specific, the known and the 
unknown. Moreover, language is not merely descriptive: through questions, demands, con-
junctives and other moods, it also expresses volition. To explain the role of verbs, Harris 
introduces the notion of Energy, which links subject to object through action: “All verbs, 
that are strictly so called, denote Energies”.118 Though Harris presents this as a technical 
notion, it is obviously linked to a teleological metaphysics; later, Humboldt would expand 
that notion to cover the whole of language in his famous, elusive formula that language is 
not an ergon, but an energeia.
The teleological metaphysics becomes clearer in Part III. To understand the workings 
of a mechanism, according to Harris, is to understand its design, and likewise, to grasp a 
general concept is to understand part of God’s Design. “And thus in all Science there is 
something valuable for itself, because it contains within it something which is divine”, he 
writes at the end of Part II, after rhetorically asking what the science of language is good 
for.119 That is not all: since we humans have at best an imperfect grasp of the truth, the 
study of different languages can bring us nearer to perfection, since these, like men, each 
have their own virtue and genius, though some have more of it than others.
[T]he Cause of Letters, and of Virtue appear to co-incide, it being the business of both to 
examine our Ideas, and to amend them by the Standard of Nature and of Truth.120
On the title page, there is a Greek motto from Herakleitos: ἐισιέναι θαῤῥoῦντας, εἶναι γὰρ 
καὶ ἐνταῦθα θεoύς, ‘come in without fear, for here too, the gods are present’.
Universal grammar in England and grammaire générale in France follow a parallel de-
velopment with few intersections. There is no direct detectable influence of Harris on 
the Grammaires Générales of Beauzée and Du Marsais. That of Du Marsais, after all, was 
probably drafted earlier or around the same time; the grammar of Beauzée is filled with 
comments on his predecessors, but Harris is not part of it. Gébelin does refer to Harris 
often, but he is the exception; Hermes was only translated into French in 1796.
Beauzée and Du Marsais both accord only a limited role to métaphysique in their 
grammars. They both adhere to the same distinction between the science of grammar and 
the art of individual grammars, but they do not want to make more assumptions than 
necessary. Du Marsais compares his labours to that of the anatomist:
118 Ibid., 173
119 Ibid., 303, 307
120 Ibid., 407
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Je n'ai donc pas été chercher de la métaphysique, pour en amener dans une contrée étran-
gère: je n'ai fait que montrer ce qui est dans l'esprit, relativement au discours et à la néces-
sité de l'élocution. C'est ainsi que l'anatomiste montre les parties du corps humain, sans y 
en ajouter de nouvelles.121
Beauzée makes the same point more elaborately through a comparison with physics. The 
principles of grammar should be treated like those of physics, geometry, and all sciences, 
“parce que nous n'avons en effet qu'une Logique, et que l'Esprit humain […] est néces-
sairement assujeti au même méchanisme”.122 One should proceed here not like Descartes, 
who, “séduit par les délires de son imagination féconde, fabriqua dans son cabinet le sys-
tème ingénieux des tourbillons”, but rather like Newton, who made Descartes’s whirlwinds 
disappear “avec des faits et des expériences répetées, verifiées, comparées”.123  Accordingly, 
Beauzée claims to have consulted grammars ‘of all kinds’, that is, of 17 languages for his 
general grammar. The anomalies and irregularities of each language are like those one en-
counters in the observation of physical phenomena, but the number of principles should 
be kept at limit in order to identify les Éléments nécessaires du Langage, and the exceptions 
themselves are subject to regularities. That is all the ‘metaphysics’ that Beauzée allows.124 
The grammar of Du Marsais is unlike all other grammaires générales in that it starts 
with constructions and then analyses these into smaller parts, instead of the other way 
121 César Quesneau du Marsais, Logique et Principes de Grammaire (Paris: Barrois 1769), 381
122 Nicolas Beauzée, Grammaire Générale: ou exposition raisonnée des éléments nécessaires du langage, pour 
servir de fondement à l'étude de toutes les langues (Paris: Barbou 1767), Vol. I, xvi
123 Ibid., xiv
124 Cf. Ibid., xxx, xxxii, xxxiv
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round. Building upon his book on tropes, the most innovative part of his grammar is to 
reduce both common and literary usage to simpler forms. He makes a distinction between 
three kinds of constructions: I. Construction simple (naturelle, nécessaire) which express-
es propositions, and without which one can understand nothing; II. Construction figurée 
which gives words a different meaning; and III. Construction usuelle in which sentences are 
reversed, and elements left out (ellipsis). His coup de force is a 33-page analysis of an idyllic 
poem about sheep, in which he reduces each line to a construction simple.125
Originally, Du Marsais wrote the articles on grammar for the Encyclopédie; but he 
died in 1756, and so Beauzée took over from the letter F.126 The seventh volume of the 
Encyclopédie begins with an éloge of Du Marsais by d’Alembert, which presents him as a 
quiet, stoic man of letters suffering from poverty and ill fate. There are occasional critical 
remarks on Du Marsais in Beauzée’s later articles, especially on Du Marsais’ article Con-
struction in Beauzée’s Proposition, and the article Trope is a patchwork of quotes 
from Des Tropes and commentary by Beauzée.127 On the whole, though, Beauzée held 
Du Marsais in high regard: he is the author most commented on in Beauzée’s Grammaire 
Générale, even though Du Marsais’s grammar had not yet been published and so Beauzée’s 
references are mainly to Des Tropes and the Encyclopédie articles. 
Beauzée’s grammar is by far the longest and the most technical of all; it is ten times as 
long as the Port-Royal grammar. Half of that (Vol. II) is about syntax, a topic treated only 
in its basics by Arnauld and Lancelot. Trained as a mathematician, and orthodox in his 
Catholic faith, Beauzée did not care about rhetoric; figures of speech, inversions, and ellip-
sis to him were semantic and syntactic phenomena.128 More than any other grammar, his 
is filled with tables and tree diagrams, mainly borrowed or adapted from the Encyclopédie, 
describing not just modes and declensions but also classifying types of syllables, articles, 
elements of syntax etc. The amount of comments on other grammarians makes Beauzée’s 
grammar less of a practical guide for instruction, and more of a compendium for other 
scholars. It is, indeed, easier to understand ellipsis from the literary samples of Du Marsais 
than from the long reflections on les fondements de l’ellipse (ch. III.8) of Beauzée. 
In the Encyclopédie Méthodique, most of the original Encyclopédie articles were retained 
with few or no changes for the volumes Grammaire et Littérature (1782-86).129 Beauzée did 
not even bother to update the article Langue, even though its references were now out-
125 Du Marsais, Logique et Principes de Grammaire, 347-380
126 Originally, Beauzée took over together with his colleague from the École Royale Militaire, 
Jacques-Phillipe-Augustin Douchet; but they wrote only some 20 articles together, of 141 in total 
by Beauzée (Du Marsais wrote 152). Those by Beauzée and Douchet are signed E.R.M., those by 
Beauzée alone B.E.R.M. Cf. Sylvain Auroux, L’Encyclopédie “Grammaire” et “Langue” au XVIIe siècle 
([Tours]: Mame 1973), 49-50
127 Cf. Michel le Guern, Nicolas Beauzée, grammarien philosophe (Paris: Honoré Champion 2009), 124-130
128 Ibid., 105
129 Temps and Mode, substantial articles derived from Beauzée’s grammar, are new. Cf. Pierre Swiggers, 
Grammaire et théorie du langage au 18e siècle: “Mot”, “Temps” & “Mode” dans l’Encyclopédie Méthodique 
(Lille: Presses Universitaires 1986). The article Syntaxe, though, is still a short stub, even though half 
of Beauzée’s grammar is about syntax.
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dated: it contains a long quote from Rousseau’s Discours sur l’Origine de l’Inégalité on the 
origin of language, while Rousseau’s Essai sur l’Origine des Langues had since appeared 
posthumously, and refers in passing to two unpublished Academy mémoires by Charles 
de Brosses, while De Brosses had since worked out his views in much more length in 
the Traité sur la Formation méchanique des Langues. Bringing the articles on grammar and 
literature together in the Méthodique makes differences of opinion all the more apparent, 
especially with regard to the debate on the origin of language. Beauzée’s Langue article 
insists firmly on the divine origin of language, and includes the long quote from Rousseau 
to show how “cette supposition humiliante de l’homme né sauvage” leads to “les difficultés 
les plus grandes, & il est contraint à la fin de les avouer insolubles”.130 In the preceding ar-
ticle Langage, by Jaucourt, Condillac’s philosophical views on the origin of language are 
served off as merely a thought experiment for the same reason.131 Yet a translation of Adam 
Smith’s Considerations concerning the first Formation of Languages, in which God plays no 
role at all, is added as an appendix to ‘Langue’; and Beauzée did not touch Turgot’s article 
Étymologie, which seeks to discard the majority of  ‘conjectures étymologiques’ through 
a set of Principes de Critique for distinguishing ‘possible, probable, certain’ etymologies, with 
no recurse to divine origins either.
With the grammars of Beauzée and Du Marsais, propagated by the Encyclopédie and 
the Encyclopédie Méthodique, general grammar was securely established as a model for lan-
guage study. The Port-Royal grammar had been mainly a point of reference; now it was 
a model for other works in the same style. But by the same token, it also became a rather 
repetitive affair. In the decades after 1770, a number of other grammaire générales appeared 
that did not attempt to outdo Beauzée in grammatical detail, but that rather presented 
themselves as summaries and extracts, like those of Sylvestre de Sacy and Destutt de Tra-
cy.132 After the Revolution, the grammars of Port-Royal and Du Marsais and Condillac’s 
Cours were reprinted ‘for the benefit of public instruction’. In the case of Port-Royal, it 
was preceded by an essay on the history of the French language and French literature, and 
supplemented with the old comments of Abbé Duclos and new comments upon that.133 
The genre had a long afterlife in France due mainly to the Grammaire des Grammaires 
of Girault-Duvivier (1811), a curious work that was put together from excerpts of the most 
prominent grammarians, and from hundreds of passages from Voltaire, Rousseau, Racine, 
Boileau, Corneille, and Molière used as illustrations.134 It was only partially committed 
130 Beauzée, “Langue”, Encyclopédie Vol. IX (1765), 245-266: 250ff. / Encyclopédie Méthodique: Gram-
maire, et Littérature Vol. II (1784), 400-424: 402ff.
131 Louis de Jaucourt, “Langage”, Encyclopédie Vol. IX, 242-243 / 397-399  
132 Sacy presents his Principes de Grammaire générale (Paris: Lottin 1799) as “un extrait des meilleurs 
écrits qui ont paru en France sur cette matière”, specifically Port-Royal, Beauzée and Gébelin (p. i); 
for Destutt, see ch. 4
133 Claude Petitot (ed.), Grammaire générale et raissonnée de Port-Royal (Paris: Perlet An XI [1803])
134 Cf. Jesse Levitt, The "Grammaire des grammaires" of Girault-Duvivier: a study of nineteenth-century 
French (The Hague: Mouton 1968). For the further – considerable – output in general grammars, 
see Jacques Bourquin (ed.), Les prolongements de la Grammaire Générale en France au XIXe siècle 
(Besançon: Presses Universitaires de Franche-Comté 2005), particularly the overview on pp. 10-11.
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to the principles of grammaire générale: the balance in borrowed matter between gener-
al grammarians and their more practical/rhetorical counterparts is roughly equal, and 
Girault-Duvivier proclaims that “Il n'y a de Grammairiens par excellence que les grands 
écrivains”.135 This cut-and-paste canon was officially recognized by the Institut and the Uni-
versité under successive regimes, cleansed of its Napoleonic propaganda from the first edi-
tion and revised regularly, and enjoyed no less than 21 reprints until 1879.
At no point did the authors of general grammar establish either a monopoly or an 
orthodoxy. In Britain and Germany, the debate in the late 18th century was different, even 
though Universal Grammar and Allgemeine Sprachlehre played an important role in it.136 
Also, grammaire générale was not alone in its claim to constitute a ‘science of language’. Vico 
had made more far-reaching, though largely neglected, programmatic statements about an 
all-encompassing science of philology. Leyden philologists from the ‘school of Hemster-
huis’ formulated ambitious systems for grammatical and etymological study, culminating 
in Van Lennep’s set of XXIV “certas & fixas leges analogiae”,137 couched in legal rhetoric. 
Most importantly, from the mid-century onward, the debate on the ‘origins of language’ 
gave rise to different claims for scientific status, and to reformulations of the aims of gen-
eral grammar. Also, that debate made the study of language the subject of an international 
discussion, by no means dominated from Paris. 
The combination of these two projects, a universal/general grammar and reconstruct-
ing the origins of language, gave rise to strange hybrids. The next section is devoted to 
this process of hybridization, a process that involved, in the work of Gébelin, Monboddo, 
Horne Tooke and others, a large dose of classical philology and antiquarianism, ethno-
graphic information, and wild speculation. These men were eccentrics, but they were also 
dominant voices in learned debate; they are more representative of what kept scholarly 
minds busy in the 1770s-80s (and after, in England) than further continuations of gram-
maire générale.
Strange Hybrids and the ‘Origin of Language’ Debate
The question of the ‘origin of language’ had never been off the agenda. It was, after all, 
a recognized theological-philological problem in the 17th century what perfect language 
Adam and Eve had spoken (generally either Hebrew or the author’s native tongue), and 
135 Charles-Pierre Girault-Duvivier, Grammaire des Grammaires ou Analyse raisonnée des meilleurs traités 
sur la langue française (Paris: Janet et Cotelle 1822 [1811]), viii. Girard (78x) and Vaugelas (52x)  are 
even referred to more often than Beauzée (47), Du Marsais (40), Condillac (34), or Port-Royal (29).
136 ‘Allgemeine Sprachlehre’ is the German counterpart of grammaire générale. The first is Johann Mein-
er, Versuch einer an der menschlichen Sprache abgebildeten Vernunftlehre: oder Philosophische und allge-
meine Sprachlehre (1781); cf. Bernhardi, Sprachlehre (1801-03) and its more programmatic summary/
follow-up, Anfangsgründe der Sprachwissenschaft (1805)
137 Johan Daniel van Lennep, In Analogiam Linguæ Græcæ (Utrecht: Paddenburgh 1779), 302-319. The 
work includes his 1751 inaugural lecture in which he had earlier adumbrated this approach.
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how languages had dispersed after the confusion of tongues. From the mid-17th century 
onward, such investigations gave rise to theories about a ‘Scythian’ Ur-language, sometimes 
conflated with a Celtic or Scandinavian one, while Jesuit missionary activities brought in-
formation about Asiatic and American languages difficult to reconcile with the assumption 
of Edenic origins.138 But around 1750, the question came to be posed anew in a philosoph-
ical fashion, with no reference to Babel or Eden.
Condillac, in his first major work, the Essai sur l’Origine des Connoissances humaines 
(1746) had pointed to the interrelation of language and thought, and the joint develop-
ment of words and concepts. This could be seen as a long footnote on Locke, whose work 
he was propagating, and who had argued for a semiology, or science of signs, in the Essay 
concerning Human Understanding; Condillac later gave it more of a personal twist through 
the famous thought experiment about the sentient statue. Maupertuis, the president of the 
Berlin Academy, privately circulated his Réflexions philosophiques on the origin of language 
and the meaning of words, a short text that later appeared in his Œuvres (1756) with com-
ments by a Parisian peer. Rousseau touched upon the issue in his Discourse on the origins 
of inequality, without, indeed, finding a satisfactory solution to the problem how solitary 
man in the state of nature could have invented interpersonal means of communication.
None of these texts yet express the intention to elevate the search for language origins 
to a science. Turgot’s Étymologie article is more ambitious in this regard, with its proce-
dure to weed out as many hypotheses as possible, and particularly those hypotheses that 
are anachronistic, make too many auxiliary suppositions, explain nothing, or explain too 
much. It is unclear to what extent Turgot was indebted to the two unpublished mémoires 
by De Brosses, which he recommends at the end.139 At any rate, when De Brosses pub-
lished his Traité in 1765, he indicated that it was “dès long-temps connu d’un assez grand 
nombre de Gens de Lettres”, since the manuscript had gone from one hand to another, not 
to mention “l’usage qu’on en a fait dans un vaste & célebre recueil destiné à rassembler les 
découvertes & les connoissances humaines” [i.e. in the Encyclopédie].140
The Traité de la formation méchanique des langues et des principes physiques de l'étymol-
ogie (1765) is set up almost like a legal treatise, with each chapter subdivided into num-
bered articles. In the introduction, there is even a running list of premises and conclusions 
following upon the formula “Reconnaissant alors, que…”.141 Taking into account, that all 
languages are produced by the same organs, which have only a limited array of sounds, 
subject to physical mechanism, De Brosses makes the further assumption that the initial 
relation between sounds and meanings cannot be arbitrary, but ‘physically determined by 
the nature and the quality of the object’, and concludes that therefore, there must have been 
138 Cf. Daniel Droixhe, La Linguistique et l’appel de l’histoire: Rationalisme et révolutions positivistes 
(Genève: Droz 1978), ch. I.B-C. The most complete overview of language origin theories from Antiq-
uity to the present is still Arno Borst, Der Turmbau von Babel (6 vols., Stuttgart: Hiersemann 1957-
63).
139 Droixhe, La Linguistique, 198
140 Charles de Brosses, Traité de la formation méchanique des langues et des principes physiques de l'étymolo-
gie (Paris: Saillant et al. 1765), Vol. I, iii
141 Ibid., Ix-lxx
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“une langue primitive, organique, physique & necessaire, commune à tout le genre humain 
qu’aucun people au monde ne connoît ni ne pratique dans sa première simplicité”.142 Lan-
guage change, moreover, to the extent that it depends on similar mechanisms, cannot be 
fully arbitrary either, and therefore can be derived systematically according the physical 
principles.
De Brosses is somewhat ambiguous between speaking of etymology as a ‘science’ and 
as an ‘art’; but he puts it in the same relation to the study of literature and ancient history 
as geometry and algebra have to les sciences mathématiques. (I, pp. 32-33) Also, by tracing 
the origin of our ideas, the study of etymology can supply science and metaphysics with 
clearer meanings, and dispel ‘frivolous’ and ‘chimerical’ opinions, like the belief in astrology. 
(I, pp. 48ff.) Moreover, it should be aided by a phonetic alphabet which De Brosses lays 
out in chapter V, and a comparative vocabulary on the basis of roots which he adumbrates 
in the final chapter.
De Brosses’ phonetic alphabet is meant as an artificial ‘glossometer’ and not for com-
mon usage; its main aim is to help identify sound shifts. In this ‘organic’ alphabet, (com-
binations of ) consonants are represented by icons that look like the respective language 
organs: labials, gutturals, dentals, palatals, linguals and nasals are represented by a simpli-
fied image of lips, throat, teeth, palate, tongue and nose, with diacritics to mark variations. 
By putting words that are possibly related underneath each other in this alphabet, one can 
easily spot the resemblances, since sounds that are akin, like b and p or r and l, also look 
similar. These icons only represent consonants, since De Brosses assumes (with Wachter) 
that consonants distinguish languages, while vowels distinguish dialects.143 But for writ-
ing out words in full, De Brosses introduces another, more abstract, non-iconic alphabet 
which also includes vowels; less useful for studying the ‘mechanics of language’, this second 
alphabet seeks to combine the advantages of phonetic writing with those of the ‘Chinese 
key’, i.e. I Ching.144
The Traité, though not a work on grammar as such, shares several traits with gram-
maire générale: the identification of basic elements of language, a link to logic, and the de-
lineation of a science of language, though in opposition to opinions chimériques rather than 
to mere ‘art’. In formulating the principles of etymology, he makes the same distinction be-
tween possible, probable, and certain etymologies as Turgot, though more specific in that 
De Brosses’ three main criteria are arranged hierarchically: 1) resemblance in meaning, 2) in 
form, and 3) in sound.145 One could see the Traité as outlining a parallel research program, 
one not necessarily in competition with, but wider in scope than grammaire générale. In the 
introduction, De Brosses points to the decree of perfection purportedly achieved in the 
142 Ibid., xv
143 Ibid., Vol. II, 44. The reference (not further specified) is to Johann Georg Wachter, Glossarium Ger-
manicum (Leipzig 1737)
144 Ibid., Vol. I, 191: “Cette écriture organique en restant écriture littérale a donc l’utilité considérable de 
joindre à ses propres avantages quelques-uns de ceux de l’écriture idéale qu’ont les clefs chinoises.”
145 Ibid., Vol. II, 440-441. In the distinction between probable, possible, and certain etymologies, again, 
De Brosses follows Wachter.
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study of grammar ‘in the language of the Brachmins’ (p. xxiii); his etymological researches 
were driven by an anthropological interest which further manifested itself in his compi-
lation of travel accounts from Les Navigations aux Terres australes (1755), and in his study 
of animism, auguries, and animal-worship in Les Dieux fétiches (1760). The latter work, 
published anonymously, argues that Greek and Egyptian rites were not that different from 
those of modern-day savages; it does not take much imagination to read it as a statement 
about Roman Catholicism.
In the early 1770s, the debate about the origin of language exploded. The Berlin Acad-
emy held a prize competition on the subject, which catapulted the career of Herder. An-
other prize competition by the Academy of Göttingen, on high and low German, was won 
by Friedrich Carl Fulda, an obscure pastor from Mühlhausen, with an ambitious theory of 
Image 17: The phonetic alphabet of Charles de Brosses.
Traité de la Formation méchanique des Langues Vol. I (1765)
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the descent of the German language.146 Antoine Court de Gébelin and James Burnett, Lord 
Monboddo started publishing, almost simultaneously, their multivolume works Monde 
Primitif analysé et comparé avec le Monde Moderne (9 vols., 1773-82) and Of the Origin and 
Progress of Language (6 vols., 1773-93), two works that have a lot in common in their scope 
and ambition, their blend of ancient and modern, and their idiosyncracy.
Gébelin is, in many ways, following the research programme of De Brosses, and draw-
ing it to an extreme. Like De Brosses, he wants to reconstruct the primitive language, and 
believes that it is originally imitative; like De Brosses, he expects his researches to clarify 
mythology, ancient history, and languages, and to recover past lore; he includes the anato-
my of the language organs in his ‘natural history’ of speech, and the later volumes of Monde 
Primitif are etymological dictionaries of French, Latin, and Greek linking back to root 
words. On top of that, Gébelin supports his theories about primitive language and lore 
with images of ancient coins and early alphabets, comparisons of calendars and mythologi-
cal figures, and discussions of agricultural economy and the Tarot. The result is that, while 
De Brosses’ suggestions and principles are on the whole rather sensible, Gébelin’s even 
more ambitious elaboration of them drifts off far into the direction of opinions chimériques.
The main difference is that Gébelin claims to possess much more knowledge of the 
primitive language and lore than De Brosses claims, and that his image of it much more 
exalted. De Brosses only made some hints that the primitives were not that primitive; 
Gébelin claims to have reconstructed the self-evident, pictographic, universal alphabet of 
the ancients. He does so on the basis of a table of ancient alphabets – Greek, Chinese, 
Phoenician, Hebrew, Etruscan, Runic etc. – and reading them like abstracted figures: A, 
for instance, looks like a standing man, and like the Chinese character for man.147
Avec le secours de ces récherches, tout change de face. Rien dans les langues qui n’ait sa rai-
son, et qui ne soit par-là d’un facile accès pour nous. […] Le Génie allégorique de l’Antiqui-
té, ses symboles, sa Mythologie étant établis dans leur premier lustre, & n’offrant plus un 
amas de Fables absurdes, seront d’une ressource infinie non-seulement pour l’intelligence 
de l’Antiquité, mais aussi pour la perfection des Arts, de la Poésie, de la Peinture, &c.148
And that, according to Gébelin, is only the least of the advantages: his purifications would 
also remove the obstacles posed by language to the progress of science, and even lead to 
true public felicity. It is an odd combination of Rousseauism and classicism, the recon-
struction of a State of Nature which is also a Golden Age.
The two most interesting volumes of Monde Primitif are II and III, on Grammaire uni-
verselle et comparée and l’Origine du Langue et de l’Écriture. On the principles of grammar 
as such, what Gébelin writes is not very innovative. The foreword to Vol. II sums up what 
146 Fulda, Über die beyden Hauptdialecte der teutschen Sprache (Leipzig: Breitkopf 1773). On the Berlin 
prize competition, see Cordula Neis, Anthropologie im Sprachdenken des 18. Jahrhunderts: Die Berliner 
Preisfrage nach dem Ursprung der Sprache (1771) (Berlin: De Gruyter 2003)
147 Antoine Court de Gébelin, Monde Primitif, Vol. III (Paris: Boudet et al. 1775), appendix, pl. IV-VII; 
explication on pp. 403ff 
148 Ibid., Vol. I (1777 [1772]), 91
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has been done with regard to general grammar and the origins of language so far, and then 
singles out the work of Beauzée as his main guide in matters of grammar. But for Gébelin, 
the principles of general grammar are specifically relevant as a basis for language com-
parison, for disclosing ‘the particular genius of each language’.149 This, for instance, makes 
him loudly reject the opinion (still vented by Adelung and Schlegel thirty years later) that 
Chinese is a barbarous language:
Il est donc vrai: la Syntaxe, la Construction, la Grammmaire de la Langue Chinoise sont 
conformes aux principes généraux de toutes les Langues; leurs mots & leurs caractères 
sont puisés dans cette source commune où tous les Peuples ont eu recours.150
Language variety, according to Gébelin, is mainly due to climate, environment, and mœurs; 
God has endowed man with language organs, but man has used them to produce language. 
For Gébelin, more than for any of his predecessors, comparison is central to language 
study: connoître, c’est comparer.151 The core of Vol. III is a series of five long comparative 
tables that show how sounds shift between various languages: vowels replaced by other 
149 Ibid., Vol. II (1778 [1774]), ch. I.12-13
150 Ibid., Vol. II, 580
151 Ibid., Vol. II, 30; Vol. III, 148
Image 18: Reconstructing the self-evident universal pictographic alphabet of the Ancients.
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vowels, consonants by aspirations, consonants by other consonants, consonants by vowels 
and vice versa, sounds added in front, at the end, or in between. This is concluded by a 
number of Laws, in capitals, for which sounds are interexchangeable. (pp. 265-267)
In the Plan général that precedes volume I of Monde Primitif, there is a table of all the 
languages compared in the rest of his work, that is, “toutes celles dont j’ai pû me procurer 
les Livres Classiques”.152 It lists some sixty languages, organized in eight groups, according 
to ‘dialect’ (that is, derivation): the Oriental languages are grouped as dialects of Hebrew; 
Latin and Greek under ‘langues filles des Orientales & du Celte’; Chinese, Persian, ‘Indic’ 
and Turkish as ‘diverses langues d’Asie’. The availability of ‘classical works’ is a somewhat 
arbitrary condition for inclusion in a taxonomy of language families; if this is to show the 
universal scope of Gébelin’s investigations, it leaves a lot to be desired in comparison to the 
only slightly later projects of Hervás and Adelung. But it is, all the same, an attempt at a 
genealogical overview.
In the 1770s, Gébelin was something of an academic sensation. Daniel Roche, Le 
Siècle des Lumières en Provence gives a map of how Monde Primitif spread over France.153 
Interest began to wane when the later volumes did not live up to the expectations he had 
raised; when he died, in early 1784, he was de facto bankrupt. The somewhat lurid circum-
stances of his death, while undergoing Mesmerist treatment, did not help his subsequent 
reputation either.154 
All the same, his project continued to reverberate. A summary that he made of vol-
umes II and III, under the title Histoire naturelle de la Parole, was reprinted in 1816, with a 
foreword that sums up the history of general grammar and language comparison before 
and after Gébelin. Thomas Astle borrowed one of his overview tables of ancient alphabets 
for The Origin and Progress of Writing (1784); Dugald Stewart, in Elements of the Philosophy 
of the Human Mind (1792-1827) agrees with some his etymological theories and find others 
worth refuting; Peter Stephen du Ponceau, his erstwhile secretary, devotes kind words to 
him in the preface of his own work on Native American languages.155 The most curious 
document of his influence is a print by one Félix Gallet, made around 1800. It is a genea-
logical tree diagram of languages that literally looked like a tree, with ‘la langue primitive’ 
at the trunk, “dressé d’après les Principes de l’Auteur du Monde Primitif sur la Génération 
des Langues”.156 
152 Ibid., Vol. I, 35-36
153 Daniel Roche, Le Siècle des Lumières en Provence (Paris: Mouton 1978), Vol. II, 342
154 Mesmer had autopsy performed on Gébelin to expiate himself. The autopsy report is in anon., Récueil 
des Pièces les plus intéressantes sur le Magnétisme animal (Paris: Gastelier 1784), 169-174. Cf. Anne-Ma-
rie Mercier-Faivre, Un supplément à “l’Encyclopédie”: Le “Monde primitif ” d’Antoine Court de Gé-
belin (Paris: Honoré Champion 1999), 71
155 Dugald Stewart, Elements of the Philosophy of the Human Mind, Vol. III (Works Vol. III; Cambridge: 
Hilliard and Brown 1829 [1827]), 30-34, 69-71; Peter Stephen du Ponceau, Mémoire sur le système 
grammatical des langues de quelques nations Indiennes de l’Amerique du Nord (Paris: Pihan de la Forest 
1838), 8
156 Félix Gallet, “Arbre Généalogique des Langues mortes et vivantes” (Paris?, s.n., ca. 1800). Cf. Sylvain 
Auroux, “Linguistic Change before Comparative Grammar”, in T. de Mauro & L. Formigiari (eds.), 
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Monboddo’s posthumous reputation is more widespread than Gébelin’s, partly be-
cause, in retrospect, his theory about how man emerged from the animal state makes him 
seem a proto-Darwin. In his own day, his idea that orangutans were humans and that hu-
mans originally had tails was subject to ridicule; and his eccentric views were accompanied 
by famously eccentric behavior. Still, his theory about primitive man and language forma-
tion is only one-sixth of The Origin and Progress of Language; the second volume offers a 
universal grammar, and the other four stage a defence of classical learning. Throughout, 
Monboddo builds upon Harris’ Hermes quite as much as Gébelin builds upon De Brosses.
Monboddo’s theory is that language only emerges as man reaches the political state. 
Sure, humans are endowed with language organs: but the examples of deaf education, feral 
children, and failed attempts to teach orangutans how to speak, show “that articulation is 
not only an art, but an art of most difficult acquisition, otherwise than by imitation, and 
constant practice, from our earliest years”, even harder to invent, and easily lost if not prac-
ticed.157 There is no reason, according to Monboddo, to suppose that language has been 
invented only once, or revealed by God; but is also unlikely that it has been invented often, 
let alone that each nation would have invented it anew. After pointing to the similarities 
between ‘Teutonic, Persian, Greek, and Latin’, and those between the Oriental languages, 
he suggests a common Egyptian ancestor to both.158 In his Antient Metaphysics (1778-99), 
which partially overlaps with Origin and Progress both in themes and in time of composi-
tion, but which drifts off more into mysticism, the hypothesis has become a firm belief in 
Egyptian origins.
Even more than Gébelin, Monboddo mixes his reflections on language with histoire 
philosophique of the conjectural kind. For instance, there are chapters on the origins of civil 
society and on the causes that give rise to it; one chapter (II.vi) even offers a stadial model 
of the stages of its development. Monboddo’s idea of philosophy, however, is not that of 
the parti philosophique; like Harris, he embraces Plato and Aristotle and spits on godless 
mechanistic philosophers of his own day. Accordingly, the highest stage is for him not the 
attainment of liberty and the spread of commerce, but instead the total government of 
the Spartan state. Still, Monboddo is not as uncompromising in his attitude towards the 
moderns as Harris, his close friend and correspondent. Throughout Antient Metaphysics, 
he attempts to reconcile Newtonian mechanics with the idea of a prime mover. The first 
volume of Origin and Progress draws much of its information about apes and natives from 
Buffon, and earnestly responds to ‘Rousseau’s problem’ how man could have associated 
without language, or formed language on his own. In Antient Metaphysics, he argues for 
a natural history of mankind, shortly after Christoph Meiners did the same in Germany, 
and unrelated to him. 
Leibniz, Humboldt, and the Origins of Comparativism (Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins 
1990), 213-238, who finds it “of astonishingly poor quality given the period in which it was executed” 
(p. 228)
157 James Burnett, Lord Monboddo, On the Origin and Progress of Language, Vol. I (Edinburgh & Lon-
don: Cadell et al. 1773), 179ff.
158 Ibid., 420-442
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Monboddo is more empirically informed on exotic languages than any of the other 
authors on the principles of grammar or the origins of language. His chapters on the nature 
of ‘barbarous’ languages draw upon the available missionary grammars and dictionaries of 
Huron, Galibi (a Carib language), Albinaquois (a branch of Algonquin), Lappic, (West) 
Greenlandic, et al.; it leads him to the conclusion that some of these have a very complex 
word structure, and that not all of them are ‘barbarous’.159 He studied Sanskrit with Charles 
Wilkins, later the author of a Sanskrit grammar, and was in correspondence with William 
Jones; he compares the grammar of Greek and Sanskrit in Vol. IV, only shortly after Jones, 
and in more detail.160 
More, too, than any author on general/universal grammar, his idea of logically struc-
tured language is shaped by his study of Greek, so much so that he finds it necessary in Vol. 
II (on ‘The Art of Language’) to explain why he devotes attention to languages of ‘lesser 
perfection.’161 For Monboddo, like a good Platonist, beauty and logical clarity go together; 
the main opposition in Vol. II is not between science and art but between artfulness and 
vulgarity. After discussing form (elements and declensions), matter (sounds and alpha-
bets), and composition (syntax), he appends a ‘Dissertation on the Formation of the Greek 
Language’, which is remarkable for two reasons. First, he formulates a system of sound 
shifts in Greek verbs roots and terminations, about which “after I had finished it, I was told 
that it was not entirely new, but that Hempsterhusius, the Dutch professor, had much the 
same thought”.162 Second, he points to “a resemblance in this respect between the Bramin 
and Greek languages”, which, however, he explains only partially from common (Egyptian) 
origins, and more from the ‘philosophical’ design of both languages.163 Elsewhere, he per-
ceives Sanskrit as so ‘artful’ that he compares it to Bishop Wilkins’ Real Character; after 
a long and largely approving summary of the latter, he adds that “in fact we know, that 
there is a language actually existing, which is formed, like our author’s [i.e. Wilkins], upon 
principles of philosophy; I mean the language of the philosophers of India, called the San-
scrit”.164 On the other hand, he is dismissive about the qualities of Chinese, and accordingly 
skeptical of all the Jesuit reports about it. 
In anthropological matters, when he does not draw his information from Buffon, 
Monboddo reverts to Herodotus and Diodorus Siculus, or comes up with a mix of fancy 
and credulity. Part of his ‘history of mankind’ is that intellectual progress must have phys-
ically degenerated man, and that Achilles and the builders of Stonehenge must have been 
fourteen feet tall. He even refers to fossils of giant men that should prove this, along with 
anecdotes about the orangutan displaying human behaviour. For his personal health and 
vigour, he insisted on naked open-air bathing all year long, oil rubs in the evening, and 
159 Ibid., ch. II.ix-x
160 E.L. Cloyd, James Burnett, Lord Monboddo (Oxford: Clarendon 1972), 87-88
161 Ibid., 75
162 Monboddo, Origin and Progress Vol. II (1774), 451
163 Ibid., 530-531, 537
164 Ibid., 481
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always travelling on horseback, the latter because the ancients did not have coaches either. 
At any rate it served him better than the Mesmerist tub did for Gébelin.
Although Monboddo can only partially be characterized as a conservative, and loudly 
declared himself unpolitical, his high-vaulted classicism and his rhetoric against ‘the many’ 
were political enough. When he rails against modern mechanistic philosophers, one figure 
to think of is natural philosopher and radical Joseph Priestley, author of an influential 
English Grammar, who also lectured on universal grammar. Among Monboddo’s critics, 
in turn, there is the clear-cut case of John Horne Tooke, and the more complicated case of 
James Beattie, whose criticism remains implicit, and who was not that politically radical, 
apart from being an abolitionist. Beattie, better known as a common-sense philosopher 
and poet, divides his Theory of Language (1784) into two parts on (I) ‘the origin and general 
nature of speech’ and (II) ‘universal grammar’, analogous to the first two volumes of Origin 
and Progress – but he never mentions Monboddo. He might be criticizing Monboddo 
when he advocates tolerance towards dialects on the ground of ‘the common rule of equity’. 
More transparently, he rejects the idea that language was invented at a later stage as an 
absurd ‘Epicurian’ doctrine, with the argument ad absurdum that “Speech, if invented at 
all, must have been invented, either by children, who were incapable of invention, or by 
men, who were incapable of speech”.165 But he uses this argument to show that only Babel 
can explain linguistic diversity, and he has no quarrel with Harris, ‘the learned author of 
Hermes’. Horne Tooke, on the other hand, loudly had a quarrel with Harris, and with 
the political establishment that Harris and Monboddo represented. Horne Tooke, who 
was jailed first for defending the American cause, and then had to stand court for High 
Treason because of Jacobin sympathies, peppered his Diversions of Purley (1786-1805) with 
negative remarks about Monboddo and even more against Harris, and presented his work 
as an antidote against “metaphysical (i.e. verbal) imposture”, by which he means, again, 
Monboddo and Harris.166 There is an analogous argument behind the skepticism vented 
by James Mill and Dugald Stewart (Beattie’s pupil), a generation later, against the ancient 
language and lore of India reported by William Jones and the Asiatick Society, which Mill 
and Stewart rejected (so to speak, ‘in the name of liberty’) as fables infused with archaism 
and obscurantism.
Horne Tooke is a more interesting case than Beattie, not just because Purley is the 
more original and ambitious work, but also because it presents something of a paradox: it 
was so successful that it defused its own revolutionary rhetoric. Purley dominated linguis-
tic debate in Britain for half a century, it was regularly reprinted until the 1860s, it found 
critics and followers, and yet it did not really inaugurate a new research programme.167 
Ultimately, its etymologies are as arbitrary as Gébelin’s, and in spite of its aim to put the 
study of language on new footing, it does not offer much of a replicable model. Horne 
165 James Beattie, The Theory of Language (London: Strahan 1784), 91, 101
166 John Horne Tooke, Epea Pteroenta; or, The Diversions of Purley (London: Tegg 1840 [1786-1805]), 
684; cf. Susan Manly, Language, Custom and Nation in the 1790s: Locke, Tooke, Wordsworth, Edgeworth 
(Aldershot: Ashgate 2007), ch. 1
167 Cf. Hans Aarsleff, The Study of Language in England, 1780-1860 (Princeton: Princeton UP 1967), ch. III
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Tooke’s main contention is that all words that are not nouns or verbs are derived from 
nouns or verbs, that they originate as abbreviations for faster communication, and that 
therefore, all further grammatical categorizations are accidental. The implication is not 
only that they do not correspond to Platonic ideas, as Harris and Monboddo would have 
it, but that universal grammar is to be replaced with etymology. In a show of false modesty 
that tends more towards humblebrag, Horne Tooke puts his wilder ambitions between 
parentheses:
For I am not here writing a dictionary (which yet ought to be done, and of a very different 
kind indeed from any thing ever yet attempted anywhere), but only laying a foundation for a 
new theory of language.168
By that statement, Horne Tooke also repudiates Johnson’s dictionary, which was, after all, 
the work of a Tory. Appropriately enough, both Webster’s American Dictionary (1828) and 
Richardson’s New Dictionary (1835-37) claim to be following ‘Horne Tooke’s system’; but 
what this comes down to is that they devote more attention to etymology than Johnson.
For a work that aims to renovate the study of language, Purley looks remarkably clas-
sical. It is cast in the form of an imaginary dialogue; the first part of its title, Epea Pteroenta, 
stems from Homer, and means ‘winged words’. But it is a classicism that reverses the rhet-
oric of Harris and Monboddo. To get to the proper meaning of words, the ‘wings’ have to 
be taken off; and so the frontispiece shows Hermes taking off the wings from his boots, 
accompanied by a motto from Horace, dum brevis esse laboro, obscuris fio (‘if I try to be brief, 
I become obscure’). Many of Horne Tooke’s etymologies refer back to the authority of 
classical philologists; but on the whole, Anglo-Saxon and Old Gothic are more important 
to his ‘system’. With some snobbery, he leaves the samples in Old Gothic untranscribed; 
although he does not snub at hoi polloi like Harris and Monboddo, his work is far less 
accessible reading than theirs, with its footnotes, digressions, name-dropping, interlaced 
passages, and almost Babelic confusion of tongues. His project of purification by leading 
back to simpler meanings is a bit like Gébelin’s, minus the latter’s dreams of a primitive 
Golden Age. With a quote attributed to De Brosses at the beginning, Horne Tooke rules 
out such all-explanatory reconstructions:
Le grand objet de l’art étymologique n’est pas de rendre raison de l’origine de tous les mots 
sans exception, et j’ose dire que ce seroit un but assez frivole. Cet art est principalement 
recommandable en ce qu’il fournit à la philosophie des matériaux et des observations pour 
élever le grand édifice de la théorie générale des langues.169
Maybe rather because of Horne Tooke than in spite of him, all-explanatory etymologi-
cal schemes were still undertaken in Britain in the early 19th century, by Cambridge don 
Walter Whiter, Scottish lexicograph John Jamieson, and Edinburgh orientalist Alexander 
168 Ibid., 218
169 Actually, this quote is from Turgot’s Etymologie article, Encyclopédie Vol. VI, 98-111: 107
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Murray.170 On the other hand, Horne Tooke’s critic John Fearn, who called his 800-page 
work Anti-Tooke (1824-27), formulated a pseudo-algebraic scheme “to make the Illogical 
170 Walter Whiter, Etymologicon Magnum (Cambridge 1800), set forth as Etmologicon Universale, or 
Universal Etymological Dictionary (Cambridge 1811-25); John Jamieson, Hermes Scythicus (Edinburgh 
1814); Alexander Murray, History of the European Languages (Edinburgh 1823)
Image 19: Hermes taking his wings off. Frontispiece of Horne Tooke, Diversions of Purley 2nd ed. (1798)
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Idioms of Language conform to the unyielding Principles of a Grammar of Pure Reason”, 
precisely in critique of Horne Tooke “having erected Etymology into an authority of para-
mount and exclusive worship”.171
Less bombastic criticism than Fearn’s came from Dugald Stewart, who pointed out, in 
his long essay “On the Tendency of some Late Philological Speculations”, that etymology 
does not explain current usage. He accused Horne Tooke of two errors:
first, the error of confounding the historical progress of an art with its theoretical princi-
ples when advanced to maturity;  and, secondly, that of considering language as a much 
more exact and complete picture of thought, than it is in any state of society, whether 
barbarous or refined.172
For Stewart, on the other hand, the function of language is “not so much to convey knowl-
edge as to bring two minds into the same train of thinking, and to keep them, as much 
as possible, on the same track.”173 In defence of Horne Tooke, Charles Richardson then 
wrote a ‘Critical Examination’ of Johnson’s Dictionary, with the aim of showing the supe-
riority of Horne Tooke’s etymological principles in explaining the meaning of words and 
the complete ignorance of both Johnson and Stewart in these matters. But in doing so, 
Richardson in turn reverses Horne Tooke’s rhetoric against ‘metaphysical imposture’; for 
he begins and ends his examination by denouncing Johnson and Stewart as atheists, and 
their common-sense ‘philosophy’ as vacuous.174
What the examples of De Brosses and Gébelin, Monboddo and Horne Tooke show is 
not the establishment of a new ‘normal science’, in spite of all the programmatic statements. 
What they do show is how the ‘origin of language’ debate introduced a new, conjectural 
style of reasoning into the study of language. The debate itself, in hindsight, was bound 
to remain speculative – it still is. But taxonomies of the elements of grammar, language 
comparisons, and philological-antiquarian collection and criticism were not simply used 
in support of these conjectures, they were also revised or extended as a result, and used to 
solve new puzzles – even though the debate produced more puzzles than solutions. 
The End of ‘Letters’?
The genres of early modern scholarship were never very stable. Universal history was fall-
ing apart in the mid-18th century, grammaire générale only became a genre very late, and 
historia literaria could mean many things. Antiquarianism was not one genre but a family 
of learned pursuits. Still, in all these genres, there were forms of puzzle-solving, accumu-
171 John Fearn, Anti-Tooke; or an Analysis of the Principles and Structure of Language, (London: Valpy 
1824-27), Vol. I, 436; Vol. II, 4 
172 Dugald Stewart, “On the Tendency of some Late Philological Speculations”, in id., Philosophical Essays 
(Works Vol. IV; Cambridge: Hilliard and Brown 1829 [1810]), 166
173 Ibid., 156
174 Charles Richardson, Illustrations of English Philology (London: Mawman 1826 [1815]) 
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lation, and distinctions between good, bad, and fake scholarship. The common practice of 
blending genres, and incorporating elements from different genres, indicates a continuity 
between domains of scholarship covered by the broad notion of ‘Letters’. In that sense, 
there was indeed a kind of normal science in (late) early modern scholarship, a ‘Science of 
Letters’ with compilation at its core. Through comparisons, taxonomies, and various kind 
of criticism, that practice became increasingly sophisticated; but as compilations accumu-
lated, it also became increasingly problematic.
How far it goes back is beyond the scope of this study. There are good reasons for 
identifying an earlier great rupture in the late 17th century, with the creation of royal aca-
demies and the rise of learned journals, the re-invention of the Republic of Letters by 
academicians and journalists, and two great undecided quarrels, the Querelle des Anciens et 
des Modernes and the Pyrrhonist controversy. It is also in this period that historia literaria, 
grammaire générale and universal grammar come up, that universal history is reshaped by 
Bossuet and Pufendorf, and that Critique becomes a container term for textual scholarship. 
But in 18th-century texts, there are clear intertextual signs of continuity with the 17th and 
even with the 16th century: authorities like Bacon, Scaliger, and Vossius are still common 
references, and handbooks and editions more than a century old are still in daily use. And 
the notion of ‘Letters’ itself goes back much further.
Whether and how the ‘Science of Letters’ ended, however, is part of this study. As 
this chapter has shown, there were deep tensions in it: there was a perceived discrepancy 
between the ideal of Grand History and the practice of compilation already in the early 
18th century; universal history became increasingly difficult to write, either as an all-en-
compassing overview or in a systematic fashion; the ideal of erudition came under attack 
together with the practice of compilation; the ‘origin of language’ debate produced strange 
hybrids and dangerous conjectures. Both histoire philosophique, discussed in the next chap-
ter, and historical-comparative grammar, discussed in chapter 5, can be seen as outcomes 
from these tensions. It is not unreasonable, then, to speak of a paradigm collapsing under 
its anomalies. But then it would be a rather weak paradigm: the ‘practice of compilation’, in 
itself, does not exert much normative force, and 19th-century scholars did not stop compil-
ing. There was, moreover, not one ‘paradigm’ that replaced it. Instead, we see in the follow-
ing chapters the introduction of new styles of reasoning: one (in chapter 3) characterized 
by conjectures about historical causes, principles, and stages of development; another (in 
chapter 5) by reconstruction through structural grammatical comparison, sound shift laws, 
and typologies of language families; and maybe a third (in chapter 7), associated with the 
new historical schools of the 19th century. Finally, modern scholarship still bears the im-
print of the Science of Letters. There is still a large continuity between the various fields 
of the humanities, there is still a correspondence network, a symbolic economy, and some-
thing of an imagined community, and broad general learning is still of practical use in it. It 
is noteworthy, in this regard, that the notion of ‘erudition’ makes a comeback in 19th-centu-
ry French usage, as a marker of professional historical acumen.
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3. Histoire Philosophique
Histoire Philosophique was arguably the greatest conceptual innovation in the humanities of 
the 18th century. The new standards set by Bayle and Mabillon in source criticism, and the 
Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes, belong rather to the last decades of the 17th century; 
historical comparative linguistics was still embryonic in the 18th; the joint rise of German 
Idealism and Early Romanticism from the late 1780s onwards is only partially a change in 
scholarship. And none of these developments had a comparable combination of new sub-
ject matter, new ways of ordering information, an ideology, impact upon the learned world 
at large, and upon the wider reading public, as histoire philosophique.
But what was it? Like historia literaria and grammaire générale, it was a relatively small 
phenomenon in terms of the number of works. Philosophical histories were generally am-
bitious and programmatic works that often promised to do – and sometimes indeed did 
– something completely new, and that could by the same token never quite become ‘normal 
science’. Only a few dozen authors of the late 18th century described themselves as ‘philo-
sophical historians’, and at most a hundred can be plausibly described as such. In terms of 
sales, it was huge. The works of Voltaire, Raynal, Hume, Robertson and Winckelmann 
are among the greatest scholarly bestsellers of the late 18th century, good enough to collect 
some of the century’s largest advances from publishers (Strahan paid £3.500 for Robert-
son’s History of Charles V) or to be smuggled and pirated en masse in spite of filling seven, 
twelve or sixteen volumes (Voltaire’s Essai sur les Mœurs and Raynal’s Histoire des deux 
Indes).1 In terms of quotation, the picture is more mixed. They are indeed the authors who 
get the largest paragraphs in the overviews of literature by Bouterwek (1801-19), Eichhorn 
(1805-11), and Wachler (1812-20), and they are typically the authors that others would refer 
to in an introduction, to build an argument, or to dissociate oneself from. But much more 
information in scholarly works of the period is actually taken from various kinds of com-
pendia and travel literature, sometimes over a century old. Philosophical histories, after all, 
were works of synthesis rather than works of reference.
1 Robert Darnton, The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Pre-Revolutionary France (New York: Norton 1995). 
Voltaire and Raynal shared Darnton’s reconstructed best-seller list with the pornographic novels 
Thérèse Philosophe and L’Académie des Dames, the Sci-Fi novel L’An 2440, and the works of Rousseau. 
All went under the collective euphemism livres philosophiques.
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This chapter is concerned with defining histoire philosophique as a phenomenon that 
changed the writing of history. As argued in the previous chapter, there was a perceived gap 
in 18th-century scholarship between the classical ideal of history in the Grand Style and 
the practice of compilation. Philosophical history filled that gap, though not by literally 
following the example of Livy and Tacitus. Rather, philosophical historians introduced a 
new style of reasoning of which the main characteristic is that it was question-oriented: 
histoire philosophique was concerned with identifying historical causes and principles, it in-
troduced new kinds of subject matter to that purpose, and it was often cast in the form of 
Inquiries, Essays, Recherches, Ideen, Betrachtungen. As a genre of historical writing, it took 
two forms: a schematic investigation, later known as conjectural history, with questions as 
chapter headings and taxonomies of different systems or stages as a key feature; and a more 
classically narrative format infused or interspersed with such investigations.
There are clearly identifiable models for these two forms of histoire philosophique: 
Montesquieu and Voltaire. For almost all the authors discussed in this chapter, one or 
both of them was an explicit point of reference. Both used history as a way of doing philos-
ophy, as a basis for fundamental reflections on politics, ethics, and culture. Montesquieu, 
in De l’Esprit des Lois (1748), reduced historical facts to illustrations of his theses about 
the virtues and vices of different systems of government, leading to the conclusion that a 
separation of powers was necessary to prevent government from corruption. Voltaire, after 
articulating an ideal of Enlightened civilization in Le Siècle de Louis XIV (1751), subjected 
European history from Charlemagne to the present to critical West-East-comparisons in 
Essai sur les Mœurs (1756-57). Montesquieu was the more consistent model for histori-
cal-political thought, upon whom 19th-century historians still sought to improve; Voltaire, 
as an arbiter of historical and literary style and the embodiment of l’esprit philosophique, 
was a more problematic model, a figure that his contemporaries found impossible to ignore 
and that many loved to hate. For many later 18th-century critics, Voltaire’s frivolity, provoc-
ative wit, and disdain of banal facts were inappropriate to proper history writing; but for 
Voltaire, style and philosophy were interwoven, and friend and foe agreed that he wrote 
history in an unprecedented way.
Histoire philosophique challenged conceptions of what history was or should be, in 
its aims, content, and form. In its more theoretical, schematic forms – for instance, with 
De l’Esprit des Lois – there is no clear criterion for whether and when it should still could 
count as ‘history’. Still, when such hybrid works use history as a way of doing philosophy, 
when they present themselves as Essays or Treatises on historical questions, and/or when 
they have typical features of histoire philosophique like a stadial model of historical develop-
ment, they can be treated as part of the genre. The occurrence of hybrids, of which there 
were some examples (Gébelin, Monboddo, Astle) in the previous chapter, speaks in favour 
of identifying philosophical history not just with a genre but also with a particular style of 
reasoning which can be combined with other styles. Moreover, the total corpus of histoires 
philosophiques is overseeable, and in mapping the varieties of the genre, it is possible to trace 
clear paper trails. This chapter traces four such paper trails. First, it maps how the further 
development of the genre in Britain by Hume, Robertson, and Gibbon was surrounded by 
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discussions about the standards (classical or modern) of proper history writing. Second, 
it compares two polemics regarding ‘Oriental despotism’ and racial classification as case 
studies in the philosophical-historical inclusion of the non-Western world. Third, it inves-
tigates to what extent histoire philosophique had a German counterpart. Finally, it traces the 
afterlife of histoire philosophique in the 19th century, connecting this chapter to chapter 7.
What was Histoire Philosophique?
The current historiography about histoire philosophique is dominated by J.G.A. Pocock’s 
six-volume study on Gibbon, Barbarism and Religion (1999-2015), but it goes back to two 
seminal essays by Arnaldo Momigliano from the 1950s.2 What Pocock calls ‘Momigliano’s 
formula’ is that historical source criticism developed in early modern antiquarianism, but 
that it required a synthesis with the Enlightenment philosophy of man to produce modern 
history. This was Gibbon’s trajectory, drawing his information from Muratori and Tille-
mont while learning historical style and wit from Voltaire, addressing a problem raised by 
Montesquieu, and defending the study of letters against d’Alembert’s Discours Préliminaire. 
In abstract form, history = antiquarianism + philosophy (or: Gibbon = Muratori + Vol-
taire). The main other 18th-century figure who fits this formula, according to Momigliano, 
is Winckelmann. Pocock, using Gibbon as a key to 18th-century history writing at large, 
follows Momigliano’s formula in tracing Gibbon’s sources and influences, but he finds that 
Momigliano’s original formulation misses one element: a combination of narrative style 
and political focus in history writing for which the classical model is Tacitus. So then the 
formula becomes history = antiquarianism + philosophy + narrative. 
While this chapter broadly follows Momigliano’s and Pocock’s account of converging 
tendencies, it lays more emphasis on the instability of histoire philosophique as a genre; rath-
er than a unitary phenomenon, it divides into two genres with many hybrids. Also, there 
is yet another element to add to the equation: universal history, as described in chapter 2. 
Voltaire was transforming this model in Essai sur les Mœurs; the stadial histories of civili-
zation by Kames, Iselin, Ferguson and others transformed it further, severing its ties with 
ecclesiastical and sacred history.
The notion of philosophical history is older than the parti philosophique who turned 
it into a favoured form of communication. This can be glossed from Vossius’ definition in 
his authoritative Ars Historica (1623): “Historia dividitur in φιλοσοφικήν quae universali-
um, ἐξηγητικήν quae circa singularia versatur, et μικτήν quae de utrisque tractat”.3 In this 
definition, ‘universalia’ stands for general rather than specific matters; this is what distin-
guishes ‘philosophical’ history from exegesis. Vossius remained a standard reference until 
the end of the 18th century, but this particular definition covers only one aspect of what 
2 Arnaldo Momigliano, “Ancient History and the Antiquarian”, “Gibbon’s Contribution to Historical 
Method”, reprinted in id., Studies in Historiography (London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson 1966)
3 Gerard Vossius, Ars Historica (Leiden: Le Maire 1653 [1623]), 2
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could be meant by ‘philosophical’. Pocock stresses that “‘philosophy’, as it was used towards 
the end of the seventeenth century, did not always indicate a body of systematic thought 
about science and knowledge. […] It could indicate no more than a civil attitude of mind, 
an openness to reason”.4 A history written with such a civil attitude of mind would be a 
secular history, a narrative of events that goes beyond mere chronicle or antiquarianism and 
which ignores the ‘Augustinian’ model of historia sacra from Creation to Redemption. Lat-
er, ‘philosophical’ came to mean the application of Enlightenment philosophy to the study 
of history. In its most extreme, naturalist form, this implied “organizing all information 
regarding human society, culture and morality under the rubric of ‘natural law’, in which 
were made evident both the unchanging principles of human nature and the local and 
temporary organizations of society derived from these principles.”5
Not all philosophical historians adhered to this brand of naturalism, but a concern 
with ‘laws’, ‘causes’ and ‘principles’ and a corresponding investigative mode of writing is com-
mon to all late 18th-century histoire philosophique. That concern was something they shared 
with, and partly inherited from, natural law theory; but whereas Grotius, Hobbes, Pufen-
dorf, and Locke mainly reasoned from thought experiments, Montesquieu applied that 
style of thinking to concrete historical problems when he wrote Considérations sur les causes 
de la grandeur des Romains et de leur décadence (1734). The problem of the Considérations, 
of course, was not new; nor was his answer (luxury and loss of Republican virtue); but the 
way of addressing it was. For Bossuet and Rollin, the fall of Rome had been a necessary 
step in the spread of Christianity; for Montesquieu, it was an object lesson in economy 
and politics.
Histoire philosophique was political from the outset. Bolingbroke, in his posthumously 
published Letters on the Study and Use of History (1752; written ca. 1737), rules that
History must have a certain degree of probability, and authenticity, or the examples we 
find in it will not carry a force sufficient to make due impressions on our minds, nor to il-
lustrate nor to strengthen the precepts of philosophy and the rules of good policy. […] By 
comparing, in this study, the experience of other men and ages with our own, we improve 
both: we analyse, as it were, philosophy. We reduce the abstract speculations of ethics, and 
all the general rules of human policy, to their first principles.6
Bolingbroke would not have described himself as a ‘philosophical historian’; he was an 
elder statesman reflecting on historia magistra vitae rather than a proto-philosophe. The 
second half of the Letters offers a ‘sketch of the state of Europe from the end of the 15th cen-
tury to the present’: it is all about reason of state and the deeds of kings and ministers, up 
to the events in which Bolingbroke, one of the main architects of the Peace of Utrecht, had 
personally taken part. In his conception of history, there is no space for “the learned lumber 
4 J.G.A. Pocock, Barbarism and Religion. Volume Two: Narratives of Civil Government (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP 1999), 18
5 Ibid., 22
6 Henry St. John Viscount Bolingbroke, Letters on the Study and Use of History (London: Millar 1752), 
113, 120
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that fills the head of an antiquary”; he avows “a thorough contempt for the whole business 
of these learned lives; for all the researches into antiquity, for all the systems of chronology 
and history” that compilers like Scaliger and Usher produced.7 Giannone’s Storia Civile del 
Regno di Napoli (1723) programmatically proclaims that “This history shall treat altogether 
of Civil Affairs, and therefore, if I am not mistaken, will be intirely new, wherein the Pol-
ity, Law and Customs of so noble a Kingdom shall be treated separately”.8 It is a history, 
moreover, “in which the Author clearly demonstrates, That the Temporal Dominion and 
Power exercis’d by the Popes, has been altogether owing to the Ignorance, and Connivance 
of, or Concessions extorted from secular Princes during the dark Ages”,9 a conviction for 
which Giannone would die in prison. Giannone would not have described himself as a 
philosophical historian either; trained, like Montesquieu, as a lawyer, he furnished a model 
for combining legal and political history which Montesquieu subsequently reversed. Gian-
none infers legal and political principles from what is essentially a chronological history; 
Montesquieu starts by identifying as his core problem the relation between laws of nature 
and laws of reason, and then, after distinguishing three types of government, proceeds to 
evaluate them from historical examples.
In its subject matter, histoire philosophique was both general and selective. In the Sys-
tème figuré des connaissances humaines that opened the Encyclopédie, ‘histoire’ pertained to 
memory (contingent fact) while ‘philosophie’ pertained to reason (laws and taxonomies). 
With local variations, this opposition defines ‘philosophical history’ at large. Some of it is 
narrative and (roughly) chronological, and addresses mainly large-scale historical devel-
opments worthy of philosophical contemplation; another part is schematic and conjec-
tural, and mainly presents historical information as an illustration or factual support for 
an idea.10 In both cases, writing philosophical history implied a judgement about which 
specific issues were ‘philosophically’ relevant. Voltaire had ruled, at the beginning of Le 
Siècle de Louis XIV, that “Quiconque pense, et ce qui est encore plus rare, quiconque a du 
goût, ne compte que quatre siècles dans l’histoire du monde” – four ages in which the arts 
had been perfected and which served as an example to posterity: the age of Pericles and 
Alexander, the age of Caesar and Augustus, the Italian Renaissance, and most of all, “le 
Siècle de Louis XIV”. For the 18th-century reader, this meant rhetorically shoving aside 
a historiographical tradition concerned with the ancient ‘four kingdoms’ from the book 
of Daniel. De Pauw wrote three Récherches Philosophiques, one on the Americans, one on 
Egypt and China, and one on ancient Greece; in the last of these, he presented the three of 
them as part of an overall project:
Après avoir publié successivement des observation touchant des peuples sauvages et abru-
tis, tells que les Américains; et ensuite touchant des nations condamnées à une éternelle 
7 Ibid., 9, 7
8 Pietro Giannone, The Civil History of the Kingdom of Naples, (tr. James Ogilvie) (London, 1729), Vol. 
I, i
9 Ibid., title page
10 For the genre of conjectural history, see Mark Salber Phillips, Society and Sentiment: Genres of Histor-
ical Writing in Britain, 1740-1820 (Princeton: Princeton UP 2000), ch. 7
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médiocrité, telles que les Egyptiens et les Chinois, nous tâcherons de compléter enfin cette 
longue suite de discussions relatives à l’Histoire naturelle de l’Homme, par des recherches 
entreprises sur les Grecs, qui porterent à un tel degré la culture des arts et des sciences.11
At the first stage of De Pauw’s investigations, in the Récherches Philosophiques sur les Amér-
icains (1770), natural history was a means to replace the lack of historical record – and to 
ignore the historical record that existed. Most of Part IV is spent on questions like: why 
are there no black natives in the American tropics, given that skin colour depends on cli-
mate?, or: what in the American climate has made Indians so effeminate that their men 
produce milk? After due consideration, De Pauw rejected both the idea that Indians were 
albinos and that they were half-apes as lacking factual support, but concluded that the ‘cold 
and moist’ climate kept them bleak and weak. De Pauw’s approach is comparable to that of 
Christoph Meiners discussed further on in this chapter; the difference is that De Pauw’s 
works were read all around Europe. 
De Pauw is an extreme example, but his ‘philosophical’ interest in the history of the 
non-Western world was shared by many philosophical historians, as described by Jorge 
Cañizares-Esguerra in How to Write the History of the New World and by J.G.A. Pocock 
in the fourth volume of Barbarism and Religion. As a relatively unexplored terrain, it of-
fered itself as a testing-ground for all kinds of unconventional perspectives. Abbé Raynal’s 
Histoire des deux Indes (1770) – actually a work of mixed authorship, with Diderot as the 
main silent co-author – compared the mercantile and colonial enterprises of the European 
powers, and offered detailed figures, even tables, of the trade in slaves, spices, and colonial 
goods at different moments. Those figures are alternated by strong moral verdicts on the 
slave trade and the behavior of European traders and settlers, increasing in vehemence in 
successive editions; the final part analyzes the cultural impact that overseas trade and ex-
pansion had an Europe, and ends by rhetorically asking whether the gains weigh up against 
the bloodshed, cruelty, and destruction at which they were bought. As a corollary of that, 
and under the influence of De Pauw’s work, pre-Columbian America in the later editions 
of Histoire des deux Indes became more and more like the state of nature. For Robertson, 
in The History of America (1777), America and the ease with which the Spaniards had 
conquered it presented a different kind of conceptual problem: to what extent could the 
Aztecs and Incas be rated among the civilized nations, and if not – his answer was indeed 
a qualified no – why had civilization not emerged in the Americas? Such speculations as 
De Pauw’s and Robertson’s also provoked a critical backlash. De Pauw was duly attacked 
by the defrocked Benedictine illuminatus Dom Pernéty who compiled two volumes of 
counterevidence to De Pauw’s degeneration theory, showing, for instance, that America 
was not uniformly cold and moist.12 De Paux, Raynal, and Robertson were all attacked by 
the exiled Jesuit Clavigero in his History of Mexico (written in Spanish, first published in 
Italian 1780), a rare example of a philosophical history written in Southern Europe, which 
11 Cornelius de Pauw, Recherches philosophiques sur les Grecs (Berlin: Decker 1788), Vol. I, i
12 Antoine-Joseph Pernéty, Examen des Recherches philosophiques sur l’Amérique et les Américains (Berlin: 
Decker 1771)
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combined descriptions of natural history, Aztec culture, and historical events, and ended 
with a series of dissertations on contested issues, such as the origins of syphilis. 
Philosophical history could be natural, cultural, economical, political; often it was 
many of these things combined. The introduction to a 1776 English translation of Camões’ 
Lusiad extended it to literature: “The history of the stages of poetry is the philosophical 
history of manners; the only history in which, with certainty, we can behold the true char-
acter of past ages.”13 Court de Gébelin’s Monde Primitif, in all its idiosyncracy, is definitely a 
13 Luis de Camões / William Mickle (ed./tr.), The Lusiad, Or, The Discovery of India: An Epic Poem 
(Oxford: Jackson and Lister 1776), cxxi
Image 20: Conjectural history at its most schematic. Contents 
of Kames, Sketches of the History of Man (1774)
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histoire philosophique, ranging from comparative linguistics and pasigraphy to physiocratic 
theories and the Tarot. ‘Philosophical’ in this inclusive sense also implied a certain aspira-
tion for universality, at least for universal validity; but only Voltaire’s Essai sur les Mœurs, 
and to some extent Herder’s Ideen, took the form of a universal history that was more 
than schematic. The common denominator of all 18th-century histoire philosophique, of the 
more conjectural as well as the more conventionally ‘historical’ type, was the study of civi-
lization.14 Perhaps the most succinct formulation of that is in John Logan’s Elements of the 
Philosophy of History (1781): “A noble field presents itself to the philosophical Historian, to 
trace the rise and progress of Society, and the history of Civilization.”15 
There is an obvious link here between a style of reasoning and an Enlightened ideal of 
civilization, uniting Voltaire’s mœurs, Ferguson’s Civil Society, Smith’s Wealth of Nations, 
Herder’s Humanität, and Winckelmann’s classicism. That common denominator does not 
make histoire philosophique a unitary phenomenon. Some of its leading representatives 
were also critics of that ideal: Rousseau, Herder in Auch eine Geschichte der Philosophie, 
and Diderot in his additions to the Histoire des Deux Indes. Philosophical history was not 
a ‘discipline’, for lack of a handbook or an institutional frame, nor quite as uniform as a 
‘genre’ as historia literaria or grammaire générale. The concept of ‘civilization’ and its cognates 
were the outcome rather than the basis of philosophical history, and had only a very vague 
meaning without it. Some of histoire philosophique, particularly the more conjectural type, 
would now be regarded as a precursor of social science rather than as a type of historiogra-
phy; but before Comte or at least before the Idéologues, discussed in the next chapter, that 
separation had not taken place.
Perfecting the ‘Historical Art’: Philosophical History in the British 
Enlightenment
If Voltaire and Montesquieu were the guiding models of histoire philosophique, the work 
of British historians from the mid-1750s onward is the most coherent example of how 
the genre was consolidiated and delineated. The separation of conjectural and more con-
ventionally narrative, but philosophically informed histories was clearest in England and 
Scotland. Also, the fulfilment of and conflict with classical standards was played out most 
strongly in the work of British historians; and the works of Hume, Robertson, and Gibbon 
were broadly received abroad as models of the historical art, more so than their immedi-
ate predecessors Voltaire (frivolous and anticlerical) and Montesquieu (more philosopher 
than historian). Still, histoire philosophique is, of course, a French term; in 18th-century Brit-
ain the term ‘philosophical history’ is mainly used in translation or as a designation of 
something else, viz. ‘the history of philosophy’ or ‘natural history and philosophy’. To what 
14 This characterization is essentially Momigliano’s: “Gibbon’s Contribution to Historical Method”, 43
15 John Logan, Elements of the Philosophy of History (Robertson: Edinburgh 1781), 18
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extent, then, can the term histoire philosophique be used to describe works that do not de-
scribe themselves as such? 
Hume is an interesting case in point: now mainly remembered as a philosopher, he 
was also (and, in terms of book sales, much more so) the author of a six-volume History 
of England (1754-61). But does this make him a philosophical historian? It is definitely a 
secular history, and one concerned with the progress of civilization; but it is also a fairly 
conventional narrative in which the chapters follow the reign of kings. Only in chapter 
VI of the first (Stuart) volume, Hume “takes a pause” to “depart a little from the historical 
style” and “take a survey of the state of the state of the kingdom, with regard to government, 
manners, finance, arms, trade, learning.”16 Hume is concerned with legal history, but that 
was nothing new; tracing the origins of English rights and liberties had been the main 
political aim of Whig historiography for half a century, and Hume aggressively takes dis-
tance from that political line. The philosophical aspect of this is rather that Hume rejects 
foundation myths in favour of a tale of slow development and a utilitarian perspective. If 
Hume is to count as a philosophical historian at all, it is not because of his general mode 
of presentation, but because of the civil history that is contained within that frame, and 
because of the more general historical-political reflections in his Essays. Charles de Brosses, 
in the preface to Histoire de la République Romaine (1777), praises Hume as the best con-
temporary model for historians precisely as a counterexample to the conjectural excesses 
of ‘la mode philosophique’, even if what he praises in Hume are also ‘philosophical’ virtues:
Mais si on fait attention à celle [manière de composer] dont le célebre David Hume a 
écrit l’Histoire d’Angleterre, du ton le plus judicieux & le plus impartial, en s’attachant à la 
partie de l’intérieur, des mœurs, des loix, des arts & du commerce, non moins qu’à celle des 
guerres, on conviendra, ce me semble, qu’il est enfin parvenu au juste point; qu’il a donné 
le modele de la vraie maniere; & que, depuis Tacite, il n’avoit rien encore paru d’aussi bon 
dans le genre historique. L’Abbé Véli [Velly] et ses continuateurs, sont à louer d’avoir pris 
un semblable plan. Il faudroit s’en tenir là: au lieu que de nos jours on se met à excéder les 
bornes. La mode actuelle est d’appliquer à tout le ton philosophique. On introduit une 
méthode nouvelle de donner l’Histoire, moins en récits qu’en reflexions, de dogmatiser 
plutôt que de narrer. On forme un tableau des grands traits rapprochés, pour raisonner 
sur les effets & sur les résultats. On diroit que les faits ne sont pas raportés que pour être 
le canevas du discours moral ou des considérations. C’est ce que j’apellerois volontiers la 
métaphysique de l’Histoire. Elle est bonne, & très-bonne sans doute; mais elle n’est pas 
l’Histoire dont la forme & le fond sont vraiment du genre narratif.17
16 David Hume, History of Great Britain. Volume I: The Reign of James I and Charles I (Edinburgh: 
Hamilton 1754), 116. [Hume redubbed his work History of England later on, and worked backwards in 
time, so that the first volume to appear became the fifth in the final History of England.] The passage 
continues: “Where a just notion is not formed of these particulars, history can be very little instruc-
tive, and often will not be intelligible”.
17 Sallustius / Charles de Brosses (tr.), Histoire de la République romaine, dans le Cours du VIIe Siècle 
(Dijon: Frantin 1777), xxii. Abbé Velly (1709-1759) was the author of a Histoire de France, extended by 
Villaret and Garnier to a total of 30 volumes.
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This is from the preface of a work that was partly translation, partly ‘reconstruction’ of Sal-
lust’s histories – a work in which De Brosses was trying to achieve the continuity between 
classical and modern virtues that he praises in Hume in a different manner. Half a century 
later, Augustin Thierry would use the same classical analogy against Hume, and against 
histoire philosophique at large:
Est-il donc vrai que les livres de [Hume et Robertson] présentent le type réel et definitif 
de l’histoire? Est-il vrai que le modèle où ils l’ont réduite, soit aussi complètement satis-
faisant pour nous que l’était pour les anciens, par exemple, le plan des historiens de l’an-
tiquité? Je ne le pense pas; je crois, au contraire, que cette forme tout philosophique a les 
mêmes défauts pour l’histoire que la forme tout littéraire de l’avant-dernier siècle. Je crois 
que l’histoire ne doit pas plus se servir de dissertations hors d’oeuvre […] Les hommes et 
même les siècles passés, doivent entrer, pour ainsi dire, en scène dans le récit […] L’histoire 
d’Angleterre de Hume n’est au fond que celle de Rapin-Thoyras, à laquelle se trouvent 
joints, pour la première fois, plusiers traités complets de politique, d’archéologie, d’écono-
mie publique, et une assez nombreuse collection de maximes, soit théoriques soit usuelles. 
Toutes ces pièces de rapport seraient de la plus grand nouveauté, que l’histoire elle-même 
n’en serait pas plus neuve.18
In short, Thierry criticizes in Hume what De Brosses had praised in him: being like earlier 
historians. For Thierry, the philosophical aspect of Hume’s History is an epiphenomenon: 
“the history itself is not new”. Now Hume’s Essays leave no doubt – if there was any – 
that his philosophical bent also extended to historical issues; they discuss “The Origin of 
Government”, “Civil Liberty”, “The Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences”, “National 
Character”, and other standard issues of histoire philosophique. There was, obviously, more 
than one way of discussing such issues, and the History of England does so in a rather tra-
ditional format.
Robertson did so in a more condensed form in the View of the Progress of Society in 
Europe, which filled the first volume of his History of Charles V. Although it functions as a 
premise to that history, it was actually the last part of that history to be written, and even 
delayed its publication by several years.19 Here, Robertson describes the slow emergence 
of modern Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire, the growth of the ‘feudal system’, 
the rise of the cities, and the beginnings of the modern state, culminating in the reign of 
Charles V:
It was during his administration that the powers of Europe were formed into one great 
political system, in which each took a station, wherein it has since remained with less 
variation, than could have been expected […] The political principles and maxims, then 
established, still continue to operate. The ideas concerning the balance of power, then 
introduced or rendered general, still influence the councils of nations.20
18 Augustin Thierry, Lettres sur l’Histoire de France (Paris: Sautelet & Ponthieu 1827), 55-57
19 Richard Sher, “Charles V and the book trade: an episode in Enlightenment print culture”, in S. Brown 
(ed.), William Robertson and the Expansion of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 1997), 164-195: 168
20 John Robertson, The History of the Reign of the Emperor Charles V, Vol. I (London: Strahan 1769), x-xi 
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The rest of the History of Charles V is, like Hume’s history, a chronological narrative of 
events with side reflections on long-term implications. When Robertson passes moral 
judgement on his protagonists – which he does mainly by praising their stoic, manly vir-
tues or reproaching their lack of those – he sounds rather old-fashioned in comparison 
to the subversive wit of Voltaire or even the dry irony of Hume and Gibbon. But historia 
magistra vitae and philosophical history are not mutually exclusive; with Robertson they 
are often together on the same page. For instance, in Book III, he describes how rebel lead-
er Juan de Padilla goes valiantly to his death; then he explains the decline of commerce and 
civil society, and hence Spain’s current backwardness, from the repression of the rights of 
cities after the Revolt of the Comuneros. Later, in the History of America, Robertson alter-
nates between philosophical and narrative chapters: Europe’s naval expansion and pre-Co-
lumbian America are matters of general reflection, while Columbus’s explorations and the 
conquests of Mexico and Peru are heroic narratives.
If Robertson was a more ‘philosophical’ historian than Hume, he did not, as the effec-
tive leader of the Kirk of Scotland, share the anti-clerical agenda of the parti philosophique. 
When the History of Charles V comes to Luther, Robertson gives an eminently ‘philosoph-
ical’ analysis of the conditions that contributed to the spread of Lutheranism; but he finds 
them so favourable that they must have been due to an act of providence. This is exactly the 
combination of contextual and teleological arguments that Rollin, one of the most canon-
ical pre-philosophical historians, had used forty years before with regard to the expansion 
of the Roman Empire at the time of Christ’s birth; it is the kind of argument that was 
reframed, within a different conception of ‘philosophy’, in Hegel’s Philosophie der Geschichte 
as the ‘cunning of reason’, the explanation of contingent historical developments as part of 
the self-realization of Geist.
Unlike most of his peers, Robertson was also not dismissive of ‘antiquarianism’. Half 
of the first volume consists of ‘Proofs and Illustrations’, i.e. endnotes, “which belong more 
properly to the province of the lawyer or the antiquary, than to that of the historian. […] 
Many of my readers will, probably, give little attention to such researches. To some they 
may, perhaps, appear the most curious and interesting part of the work.”21 In the final end-
note, Robertson pays a tribute to Voltaire which is also a rebuke:
In all my inquiries and disquisitions […] I have not once mentioned M. de Voltaire, who, 
in his Essay sur l’histoire generale [i.e. the unauthorized first version of Essai sur les Mœurs], 
has reviewed the same period, and has treated of all these subjects. This does not proceed 
from inattention to the works of that extraordinary man, whose genius, no less enterpris-
ing than universal, has attempted almost every different species of literary composition. 
In many of these he excels. In all, if he had left religion untouched, he is instructive and 
agreeable. But as he seldom imitates the example of modern historians in citing the au-
thors from whom they derived their information, I could not, with propriety, appeal to 
his authority in confirmation of any doubtful or unknown fact. I have often, however, 
followed him as my guide in these researches; and he has not only pointed out the facts 
21 Ibid., xii-xiii
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with respect to which it was of importance to inquire, but the conclusions which it was 
proper to draw from them. If he had, at the same time, mentioned the books which relate 
these particulars, a great part of my labour would have been unnecessary, and many of his 
readers who now consider him only as an entertaining and lively writer, would find that 
he is a learned and well-informed historian.22
Note the two-sidedness in Robertson’s position: stating your sources is an essential con-
dition for being regarded as a historian (instead of a mere ‘writer’), but the longer ‘critical 
disquisitions’ which fill his endnotes ‘belong to the province of the lawyer or the antiquary’. 
It goes without saying that without ‘such researches’, there is no proper source material; the 
endnotes offer an insight into the process of selection and consideration that is otherwise 
hidden. Calling them ‘proofs and illustrations’ may be a nod to an older legal model, but it 
is also as ‘philosophical’ as history can get. 
Gibbon had written, years before he embarked on the Decline and Fall, an Essai sur 
l’Étude de la Littérature (1761), in which he distinguishes between ‘the erudite’ and ‘the true 
critic’, and accuses philosophical critics of the former of not having achieved the level of 
the latter. 
Le littérateur […] étend ses régards de tous côtés. L’auteur le plus éloigné du travail de 
l’instant n’est pas oublié : un trait lumineux pourroit s’y rencontrer, qui confirmeroit les 
découvertes du critique ou qui ébranleroit ses hypothèses. Le travail de l’érudit est achéveé. 
Le philosophe de nos jours s’y arrête et loue la mémoire du compilateur. […] Mais le vrai 
critique sent que sa tâche ne fait que commencer. […] Prompt et fécond en ressources, 
mais sans fausse subtilité, il ôse sacrifier l’hypothèse la plus brilliante, la plus spécieuse, et 
ne fait point parler à ses maîtres le langage de ses conjectures. Ami de la vérité, il cherche 
le genre de preuves qui convient à son sujet, et il s’en contente.23
Gibbon is not very explicit whom he means by ‘the present-day philosopher’; elsewhere in 
the booklet, there are footnotes to Voltaire and to D’Alembert’s Discours Préliminaire, and 
the latter is alluded to, between brackets, in a passage on the genesis of the Essai in Gib-
bon’s autobiography.24 Gibbon’s distinction between the erudite, the philosopher and the 
true critic extends to both research method and the way in which the research is presented: 
like the philosopher, the true critic (i.e. the critical historian) avails himself of conjectures 
and hypotheses, but the true research is in testing them, and it is the outcomes that he 
should write down, not the conjectures. To the present-day reader, the phrase “the true 
critic dares to sacrifice his most brilliant hypothesis” sounds almost anachronistically sim-
ilar to Popper’s falsification criterion, which states that researchers should not search for 
confirmation but for falsification of their hypotheses, and that these hypotheses should be 
formulated in a ‘falsifiable’ way, preferably as audaciously as possible. What Gibbon finds 
faulty in “the work of the erudite” is what we would now condemn as ‘cherry-picking’.
22 Ibid., 392-3
23 Edward Gibbon, Essai sur l’Étude de la Littérature (London: Becket & De Hondt, 1761), 46
24 John Murray (ed.), The Autobiographies of Edward Gibbon (London: Murray 1897 [1896]), Memoir B, 
167
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In Momigliano’s words, “Gibbon […] aimed at blending in himself the philosopher 
and the antiquarian”.25 Gibbon does not indulge on long philosophical reflections; when 
he rhetorically invokes ‘philosophy’ or ‘the philosopher’, which he does a few dozen times 
in Decline and Fall, it is not as a rhetorical alter ego. There are four parts of Decline and 
Fall which are of a reflective rather than a narrative kind: chapters XV-XVI at the end 
of volume I, which describe the spread of Christianity; the General Observations on the 
Fall of the Roman Empire in the West after chapter XXXVIII, which marks the caesura in 
Gibbon’s history before and after the fall of Rome; chapter XLIV on Roman law; and the 
final chapter LXXI. One typical aspect of these chapters are the enumerations, I-II-III-IV, 
of reasons for the spread of Christianity, and causes of the ruin of Rome – a device which 
Gibbon does not use elsewhere. Gibbon’s general method is more like a running ‘double 
commentary’; in the text he comments on events and actors, and in the footnotes he com-
ments on the sources. 
Among Gibbon’s critics – most of whom took offense at his treatment of Christi-
anity – the antiquarian John Whitaker is remarkable for his views on historiography, in 
25 Momigliano, “Gibbon’s Contribution to Historical Method”, 43
Image 21: “It was at Rome, on the 15th of October, 1764, as I sat musing amidst the ruins of the Capitol, 
while the barefooted friars were singing vespers in the Temple of Jupiter, that the idea of writing the de-
cline and fall of the city first started to my mind.” The Forum Romanum as Gibbon would have seen it. 
Piranesi, Veduta di Campo Vaccino, ca. 1775
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Gibbon’s History of the Decline and Fall Reviewed (1791). Whitaker sketches an overview of 
various stages of historiography: the first rude state of mere annalistic history, exemplified 
by Fabius Pictor and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which only provides “the very skeleton 
of history”; the second stage, in which the historian “dwells upon the principal events”, and 
draws out chains of causes and consequences: “the skeleton clothed with muscles, sup-
ported by sinews”; and the third stage of accomplished historical composition, exemplified 
by Livy, which “throws an illumination over the whole, by the clearness of its narration, 
the judiciousness of its arrangements, and the elegance of its language. […] This is the 
skeleton not merely clothed with flesh, but actuated with nerves, animated with blood, 
and bearing the bloom of health upon its cheek.”26 Whitaker then accuses Gibbon, and 
philosophical history at large, of attempting to push too far to a fourth and final stage; an 
ambition which shows itself in splendid imagery, deep reflections, and refined language, 
which in the end turn out to be mainly ornamental, unnecessary, distracting, and mislead-
ing, “rubbed with Spanish wool, painted with French fard”.27 The sad result, according to 
Whitaker, is that the Decline and Fall is often about everything else than the decline and 
fall of the Roman Empire. In effect, Whitaker uses a stadial model of development – one 
of the signature forms of presentation for histoire philosophique – as an argument against 
philosophical history. Rejecting philosophical history at large also leads Whitaker to reject 
Tacitus as a historical model, whom Gibbon had described as “the philosophic historian, 
whose writings will instruct the last generations of mankind”.28 To prove the unreliability 
of that model, Whitaker devotes several pages to an inscription which proves that Tacitus 
forged a speech. It is not the best argument against philosophical history imaginable, but 
it shows that, eighty years after the Battle of the Books, imitation and emulation of the 
ancients was still an issue.
It was also still an issue for Adam Smith. The author of The Wealth of Nations cer-
tainly did not think of his own work as philosophical history. In his Lectures on Rhetoric 
and Belles Lettres, given as professor of moral philosophy in Glasgow, he describes history 
as something which should be written in the ‘narrative’, not in the ‘didactick’ style, according 
to the example of the ancients.
It is not [the historian’s] business to bring proofs for propositions but to narrate facts. The 
only thing he can be under any necessity of proving is the events he relates. The best way 
in this case is not to set a labourd and formall demonstration but barely mentioning the 
authorities on both sides, to shew for what reason he had chosen to be of the one opinion 
rather than of the other. Long demonstrations as they are no part of the historians prov-
ince are seldom made use of by the ancients.29
26 John Whitaker, Gibbon’s History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire Reviewed (London: Mur-
ray 1791), 1-3
27 Ibid., 4
28 Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Vol. I (London: Strahan and Cadell, 
1776), ch. xii, 325
29 Adam Smith, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (Works and Correspondence IV, Indianopolis: 
Liberty Fund 1985), 39-40
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In the same paragraph, he also rejects the habit of the moderns to interrupt their narrative 
with disquisitions as an outcrop of theological quarrels. By these standards, The Wealth of 
Nations is a ‘didactick’, not a historical work. The idea of a philosophical history, however, 
was not completely averse to him: later in life, he projected a “sort of Philosophical History 
of all the branches of Literature, of Philosophy, Poetry and Eloquence”,30 and when Dugald 
Stewart coined the term ‘Conjectural History’, he did so in his “Account of the Life and 
Writings of Adam Smith”, discussing Smith’s Dissertation on the Formation of Languages.31
Philosophical History and the Non-Western World 
The great virtue of histoire philosophique was also its main flaw: generalization. As a his-
toriographical model, it lent itself to a variety of subjects that had not been systematically 
addressed in earlier histories: art, trade, political systems, mœurs. As a style of reasoning 
concerned with the identification of causes and principles, cross-cultural and cross-tem-
poral comparisons were part of its logic. Montesquieu compares the efficacy of political 
systems; Voltaire, the state of civilization in Europe, India, China, Persia, and the Arab 
world; Raynal, the colonial enterprise of various European powers both on a moral level 
and with regard to economic viability. Even Winckelmann, whose history of art is essen-
tially the history of Greek art, defines its unique genius in comparison to that of other 
nations. Christoph Meiners, in his Grundriß der Geschichte der Menschheit (1785), ruled 
that universal history had so far been written unscientifically because it included all kinds 
of stray anthropological observations, and what was needed was a systematic Geschichte der 
Menschheit. ‘Geschichte’, in this title, means natural history as exemplified by Linnaeus and 
Buffon; rather than replacing universal history, it should complement it, abstracting away 
from historical events 
None of these authors had first-hand experience of the foreign worlds they were talk-
ing about. None of them ever left Europe; Winckelmann did not even see Greece. This 
was not an irreparable flaw: travel literature had become increasingly accurate by the 18th 
century. There are no antipodes or mermaids in the work of Chardin, De Bruijn, Kaemp-
fer, Forster, De Maillet, or Carsten Niebuhr, and only very little cannibalism. (Forster, 
together with Captain Cook and the crew of the Resolution, had actually seen Maoris eat 
human flesh – the first Europeans to directly observe it.) De Brosses, in his compendium 
of travels to the South Seas, hypothesized that there should be a southern continent as 
30 Smith to François de la Rochefoucauld, November 1785, in E.C. Mossner & I.S. Ross (eds.), The 
Correspondence of Adam Smith (Works and Correspondence VI, Indianopolis: Liberty Fund 1987), 287; 
quoted in Phillips, Society and Sentiment, 177
31 “In this want of direct evidence, we are under a necessity of supplying the place of fact by conjecture 
[…] To this species of philosphical investigation, which has no appropriated name in our language, I 
shall take the liberty of giving the title of Theoretical or Conjectural History;” Dugald Stewart, “Account 
of the Life and Writings of Adam Smith” [1793], in Works Vol. VII (Cambridge: Hilliard and Brown 
1829), 31
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counterweight to the Eurasian land mass; James Cook duly sailed there to find that it was 
not there. In the final chapter of Essai sur les Mœurs, Voltaire argues that Montesquieu’s 
depiction of Oriental despotism is extremely improbable because “Il y a partout un frein 
imposé au pouvoir arbitraire, par la loi, par les usages, par les mœurs”.32 If generalization 
was a natural part of histoire philosophique, so was the logic of conjectures and refutations.
These two were in a constant tension. Being a philosophical historian entailed both a 
commitment to empiricism and a low regard of the pedantic pursuit of trivial facts. What 
mattered, after all, were the causes of the wealth of nations, the origins of civil society, 
the functioning of political systems, and the reasons for the decline of great empires; not 
the antics of King Pharamond and Queen Boadicaea. Rousseau’s polemical stance, “Com-
mençons donc par écarter tous les faits, car ils ne touchent point à la question”, is the ex-
treme version of this attitude rather than its counter-Enlightenment mirror image. Even 
when its authors were not inclined to pose as philosophes, histoire philosophique had a ten-
dency to the programmatic and the polemical. Gibbon, who was not strongly committed 
to écraser l’infâme even if he was describing ‘the triumph of barbarism and religion’, none-
theless became the subject of a heated polemic when he meddled with theological issues.
Two critiques stand out as examples of the tension between generalization and empir-
icism. Both were not themselves philosophical histories strictly speaking, but they are illus-
trative of the problem, and as critiques that see to improve upon philosophical constructs, 
they share the same style of reasoning. The one is Anquetil-Duperron’s book-length ref-
utation of Montesquieu’s idea of ‘Oriental despotism’, in Législation Orientale (1778). The 
other is Georg Forster’s review of Meiners’ Grundriß in the Allgemeine Litteratur-Zeitung, 
4-6 May 1789. Both Forster and Anquetil had spent their formative years in the East: For-
ster as an assistant to his father as scientist on Cook’s second voyage, Anquetil as a young 
man in pursuit of Zend and Vedic texts, travelling to India on his own initiative at age 
23. However, neither of them explicitly refers to his first-hand experience in these texts. 
Rather, both use a model of critique in which they systematically and exhaustively sum up 
counterevidence from other sources and internal contradictions in the positions of their 
opponents; according to Martin Gierl, discussing a different polemic, this was a common 
legal and theological model of disputation going back to the 17th century.33 Anquetil does 
so by formulating three theses, already on the title page of Législation Orientale, all which 
go against the depiction of oriental despotism by “M. de M*”:
Que la maniere dont jusqu’ici on a representé le Despotisme, qui passe pour être absolu 
dans ces trois Etats, ne peut qu’en donner une idée absolument fausse.
Qu’en Turquie, en Perse & dans l’Indoustan, il ya un Code de Loix écrites, qui 
obligent le Prince ainsi que les sujets.
Que dans ces trois Etats, les particuliers ont des Propriétés en biens meubles & im-
meubles, dont ils jouissent librement.
32 Voltaire, Essai sur l’Histoire générale, et sur les Mœurs et l’Esprit des Nations, depuis Charlemagne jusqu’à 
nos Jours ([Genève: Cramer] 1756-57), Vol. VII, 29
33 Martin Gierl, Geschichte als präzisierte Wissenschaft. Johann Christoph Gatterer und die Historiographie 
des 18. Jahrhunderts im ganzen Umfang (Stuttgart: fromann-holzboog 2012), 377-378
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These theses define the three sections of Législation Orientale. In the introduction, Anquet-
il recounts Montesquieu’s definition of despotism as a state “in which a single individual, 
without laws, without rules, disposes of everything at whim”.34 According to Montesquieu, 
such a government naturally results in religious fanaticism, cruelty, and indolence, making 
it impossible for the arts and sciences, commerce and agriculture to flourish. The first sec-
tion of Anquetil’s work is then devoted to summing up the achievements of the Orient in 
religious tolerance, arts and sciences, commerce and agriculture, peacefulness, and civility 
in warfare (or at least, no greater atrocity than common in European and colonial wars). 
The second section consists of three parts describing the codes of law that obtain in the 
34 Abraham-Hyacinthe Anquetil-Duperron, Législation Orientale (Amsterdam: Rey 1778), 2
Image 22: Legal rhetoric and the scales of justice. Title page of Anquetil-
Duperron, Législation Orientale (1778)
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Ottoman Empire, Persia, and India; the third, again in three parts, deals specifically with 
laws and rights of property as attested in travel literature. This formal disputation fills only 
half of the book; the other half is filled with twelve long endnotes and 80 pages of appen-
dices. All together, the work is ambigious in format between a polemical tract and a report 
on Oriental legal systems; it is not itself a philosophical history.
In spite of its systematic mode of disputation, Législation Orientale is a chaotic text: 
most of the main text consists of excerpts, translations, and comments, not to mention the 
endnotes and appendices. Although ‘M*’ is his main target, Anquetil takes issue with how 
the Orient is represented in most of the travel literature of his day, with the partial excep-
tion of Chardin. He generally uses three argumentative strategies: 1. Showing that what 
the author denounces as ‘barbaric customs’ cannot be arbitrary despotism and is in fact 
either codified or well-established practice; 2. Pointing out examples of Eastern virtue and 
civility, or comparing reports of injustice and atrocity with equal injustice and atrocity in 
Europe; 3. Pointing to the legal function of religious systems and ancient texts. Regularly, 
Anquetil leaps to conclusions in identifying customs or texts as codes of laws; what is lack-
ing in Législation Orientale is a systematic presentation of the workings of the Ottoman, 
Persian, or Mughal empires, rather than a critique of what others write about it.
Forster had a clearer sense of methodology than Anquetil. During their voyage with 
Cook, the Forsters kept a strict protocol in maintaining their journal and consistently 
took samples and used local informants. According to Hans Bödeker, their ethnological 
observations and reflexions have “ein vordem nicht erreichtes theoretisches Niveau und 
Problembewußtsein.”35 This may be exaggerated, but it is certainly in accordance with For-
ster’s own epistemological statements in the preface to the Voyage Round the World. Forster 
repeatedly insists on direct observation so as to achieve 
a philosophical history of the voyage, free from prejudice and vulgar error, where human 
nature should be represented without any adherence to fallacious systems, and upon the 
principles of general philanthropy; in short, an account written upon a plan such as the 
learned world had not seen previously executed.36 
Meiners, as reviewed by Forster, is the mirror image of that: no observation, no voyage, 
relapse into prejudice and error, fallacious systems, and a less than general love of mankind. 
From this standpoint the conflict with Meiners was inevitable, the more so because Mein-
ers’ ambition to finally render the study of mankind scientific conflicts with the Forsters’ 
implicit claim to have already done so.
Forster’s review starts with eight points 1-8 of general criticism of Meiners’ work, and 
then list eight objections a-h against his central hypothesis. Meiners (1) uses unreliable 
sources, (2) quotes wrongly, (3) uses his sources uncritically, (4) contradicts himself, (5) 
heaps irrelevant data, (6) makes unsupported claims, (7) is unsystematic (‘unphilosophisch’), 
35 Hans Bödeker, “Aufklärerische ethnologische Praxis: Johann Reinhold Forster und Georg Forster”, in 
H. Bödeker, P.H. Reill & J. Schlumbohm (eds.), Wissenschaft als kulturelle Praxis, 1750-1900 (Göttin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 1999), 227-253: 230
36 Georg Forster, A Voyage round the World (London: White et al. 1777), iv
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so that no conclusions can be drawn from his material, and (8) is superficial, only spotting 
resemblances without investigating underlying causes. Meiners’ central hypothesis had 
been that mankind at large divides up in two races, Caucasian and Mongolian, which he 
had also characterized as ‘beautiful’ and ‘ugly’ on the basis of visual traits, with the former 
excelling over the latter in every respect. The Caucasian race subdivided into Celtic and 
Slavic, with Celtic, again, on top. This distinction was meant to form the basis of a more 
‘scientific’ taxonomy of human races than the ‘superficial’ distinction between black and 
white; a histoire naturelle of mankind indeed. According to Forster, this was pseudoscience: 
Meiners (a) lacks sufficient proof, (b) neglects counterevidence, (c) praises everything Celt-
ic, (d) deprecates everything Slavonic or Mongolian, (e) often praises in Celts what he dep-
recates in Slavs or Mongolians, (f ) blames on race what could also be due to other causes, 
(g) holds that lower races cannot be improved and (h) accordingly denies the lower races 
human rights. In short, Meiners’ tract was worse than wrong, it was worse than nonsense, 
it was evil.
Anquetil’s critique of Montesquieu was unsuccessful. Législation Orientale was nei-
ther reprinted nor translated, and the notion of ‘Oriental despotism’ continued to recur 
in influential works of Oriental history such as James Mill’s History of India (1818) and 
Hammer-Purgstall’s Geschichte des Osmanischen Reiches (1827-33). In Heeren’s Ideen über 
die Politik, den Verkehr und den Handel der vornehmsten Völker der alten Welt (1793-96; 
reworked three times), Anquetil is even willfully neglected: Législation Orientale is ignored 
when Heeren speaks of natural despotic rule in Persia, Heeren prefers Kleuker’s retrans-
lation of Anquetil’s translation of the Zend-Avesta over the French text, and Anquetil’s 
translation of the Upanishads is crushed in a footnote. Forster’s critique was more effective, 
to the extent that Meiners abandoned the topic and composed a completely revised racial 
theory twenty years later.37 In the meanwhile, however, the idea of a ‘Caucasian’ race was 
taken up by his Göttingen colleague Blumenbach, who formulated a much more detailed 
taxonomy based on his impressive collection of human skulls, and thus became famous in 
his lifetime and infamous two centuries later as the founder of scientific racialism, even 
though Blumenbach sharply disagreed with Meiners on the issue of racial inferiority.38
Forster and Anquetil were not only attacking a doctrine about Oriental despotism 
or racial inferiority. They were also attacking a method: selective reading from travel lit-
erature. Forster and Anquetil were themselves authors of travel literature, Forster in his 
Voyage round the World, Anquetil in the Discours Préliminaire to the Zend-Avesta; but they 
also added a new ingredient. Forster translated the Indian play Sakuntala from William 
Jones’ initial Latin translation, the first non-Western literary text to reach a large public in 
Germany. In the 1780s and early 1790s, father and son Forster, together their son/brother-
in-law Mathias Sprengel, edited several journals that collected and translated (mainly) for-
37 Christoph Meiners, Untersuchungen über die Verschiedenheiten der Menschennaturen (Tübingen: Cot-
ta 1811-16). Cf. Michael Carhart, “Polynesia and polygenism: The scientific use of travel literature in 
the early 19th century”, History of the Human Sciences 22:2 (2009), 58-86
38 Joachim Blumenbach, Über die natürlichen Verschiedenheiten im Menschengeschlechte (Leipzig: Breit-
kopf & Härtel 1798), ch. 4
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eign contributions to Völker- und Länderkunde.39 Anquetil confronted the reading public 
with Oriental religious texts as old as the Bible, first the Zend-Avesta (1771) and then the 
Oupnek’hat [Upanishads] (1801-02); moreover, he was the co-author and driving force of 
Bernoulli’s Description Historique et Géographique de l’Inde (1786). Through this collecting 
and translating, the raw data of travel literature were transformed into, or replaced by, pro-
cessed data, the subject of ethnology and philology.
The histoire philosophique of Montesquieu, Voltaire, and Raynal was essentially a sci-
ence of excerpts; so were 18th-century universal history and its philosophical variants. The 
problem with that was not that the outcomes were general; the problem was that the out-
comes were also, to some extent, arbitrary. Some of the flaws in l’Esprit des Lois and the 
Grundriß could have been amended by simply looking better at the sources; but apart from 
individual shortcomings, there were also issues – such as the origins of the caste system or 
the division of Polynesian tribes – which cannot be resolved through reading travel litera-
ture, and which require serious philological, linguistic, and ethnological study.
That study was just about beginning. Reports and scraps of ancient Sanskrit texts 
were already circulating in Europe in the 1750s, and Hyde in Oxford held an Avestan manu-
script which nobody then could read, of which Anquetil was shown a transcript before 
going to India. Upon returning, he deposited over a hundred Sanskrit and Persian texts 
in 18 volumes at the Bibliothèque du Roi, listed in an appendix to the Zend-Avesta. The 
next-to-last appendix of Législation Orientale is a review of Halhed’s Code of Gentoo Laws 
(1776), just out in French translation, which Anquetil finds seriously defective but to which, 
“Malgré le vice inherent à la Compilation Angloise, je rends [ justice] avec le plus grand 
plaisir”.40 Anquetil’s successors were to have similar reservations about his Zend-Avesta 
from the moment it appeared. Kleuker, in the foreword to the German translation, wished 
that Anquetil had written in Latin rather than French: “Anquetils Übersetzung ist nicht 
nur vielfältig kalt und paraphrastisch, sondern selbst die Begriffe – man fühlts durch und 
durch – sind ihrem heiligen Feuerelement entrissen”.41 William Jones (then age 21) wrote 
an incredibly pedantic anonymous “Lettre à Monsieur A*** du P***”, in which he disputes 
Anquetil’s knowledge of Old Persian and claims that his Zend-Avesta is too boring to be 
an authentic holy text. In response to these allegations, Kleuker included two dissertations 
on the authenticity of the source text in his translation, one by Anquetil, and one by him-
self. Gibbon, who made extensive use of Anquetil’s translation in chapter VIII of Decline 
and Fall, concurs with Anquetil’s argument that a holy text full of tedious ritual and legal 
precepts in a dead language is unlikely to be fake, but expresses a few reservations about the 
39 Beiträge zur Völker- und Länderkunde, 1781-90; Neue Beiträge, 1790-93; Auswahl der besten auslän-
dischen geographischen und statistischen Nachrichten zur Aufklärung der Völker- und Länderkunde, 
1794-1800. Cf. Han Vermeulen, Before Boas: The Genesis of Ethnography and Ethnology in the German 
Enlightenment (Lincoln & London: University of Nebraska Press 2015), 330ff
40 Anquetil-Duperron, Législation Orientale, 310
41 Johann Friedrich Kleuker, Zend-Avesta: Zoroasters lebendiges Wort (Riga: Hartknoch 1776-78), Vol. I, 
xviii
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Zend-Avesta as an argument against ‘Oriental despotism’.42 Doubts about the authenticity 
of the text continued to be raised even after 1826 when Rasmus Rask, whose authority 
in these matters no one disputed, set out to settle the issue with his tract Über das Alter 
und die Echtheit der Zend-Sprache und des Zend-Avesta.43 Eugène Burnouf, then France’s 
leading Indologist, published a corrected and updated translation with comments of the 
first section and a lithographed facsimile of the source manuscript (further discussed in 
chapter 6); that silenced most doubts, but the facsimile took twelve years to make, and the 
Commentaire sur le Yaçna (1833) never got beyond the immense volume I. 
Forster’s own main contribution to ethnology was the Voyage. His attempts at a theo-
retical treatise never got beyond a few sketches and essays (“Versuch einer Naturgeschichte 
des Menschen”, “Leitfaden zu einer künftigen Geschichte der Menschheit”). At the time 
of his death he was planning a journey to India, which even if he had lived would have 
been an unlikely plan in the next two decades of French-English war. If he and Anquetil 
ever met, it could only have been during his final months in Paris; there is no evidence of 
it from his letters. Politically, they were in different camps. Forster was in Paris as a re-
presentative of the short-lived Mainz republic, and thus effectively an exile after its fall to 
Prussian troops in July 1793. One of his final works before the revolution reached Mainz 
had been a foreword to the translation of Thomas Paine’s Vindication of the Rights of Man, 
in which Forster draws the crucial dividing line in responses to the French Revolution 
between Burke and Paine, and though pretending neutrality so as to pass the censors, 
he rhetorically calls on reason to decide between the two. Anquetil, in Législation Orien-
tale, follows the same argument as Burke would later use in his impeachment of Warren 
Hastings: he condemns British colonial expansion with an appeal to time-honoured rights 
of property and sovereignty as the sole basis of civic liberties. Unlike Diderot and Voltaire, 
who looked to the East for examples of virtuous atheism, Anquetil was hunting holy texts 
in pursuit of universal Christianity.44 In 1791, from revolutionary Paris, he wrote a letter to 
the Pope subscribing to the Catholic faith and the monarchical principle.45 A year later, he 
was denounced for his views; if the Thermidor coup had not come timely to free him from 
prison, it might have well cost him his head.
However, it is a mistake to see these political agendas as guiding their work; before 
1789, neither of them was writing political tracts or theory or deeply involved in politics, 
so their political profile before the Revolution was little more than what was expressed in 
their works. There is a correspondence between the difference in political agendas and the 
difference in research agendas: Forster’s was empiricist and ethnological, Anquetil’s was 
philological and theological. Forster was no Rousseauist: he was too empirically minded 
42 Particulary ch. VIII footnote 14: “Mr. Hume, in the Natural History of Religion, sagaciously remarks 
that the most refined and philosophic sects are constantly the most intolerant”.
43 Original title Om Zendsprogets og Zendavestas Ælde og Ægthed (Copenhagen: Det Skandinaviske 
Literaturselskabs Skrifter 1826). Translated in the same year by Friedrich von der Hagen. The last 
informed doubt was aired by August Wilhelm Schlegel in his Indische Bibliothek, 1828.
44 Urs App, The Birth of Orientalism (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania UP 2010), ch. 7
45 Raymond Schwab, Vie d’Anquetil-Duperron (Paris: Leroux 1934), 118
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to believe in ‘noble savages’ after having seen warfare, prostitution, and cannibalism in the 
Pacific. Like Anquetil deposited his manuscripts at the Bibliothèque du Roi, the Forsters 
compiled a collection of naturalia and artifacts for the Royal Society while travelling with 
Cook. The latter part of it was acquired for Göttingen University at the initiative of Blu-
menbach; the Cook/Forster-Sammlung still forms the basis of the university’s ethnological 
museum. Still ‘ethnologist’ would not be the proper designation for Forster, just like An-
quetil was no theologian. Rather, he was a translator, journalist, naturalist and travel writer 
whose intellectual pursuits also included Völker- und Länderkunde or (Natur)Geschichte 
der Menschheit. Although his interests were encyclopaedic in scope, ranging from Indi-
an dramas and Polynesian languages to old Flemish masters and the architecture of the 
Kölner Dom, there was no encyclopaedic ambition behind them. In this regard, Forster 
differed not just from Meiners but also from Gatterer, Eichhorn, Schlözer, Heeren, and 
Heyne – in short, from virtually the whole ‘Göttingen school’, with whom he associated 
closely but in which he could not fit in. In the words of Jürgen Osterhammel, towards the 
turn of the 18th century, “travel literature increasingly represented only itself ”; the genre 
of travel compendia, which bring travel literature into an encyclopaedic overview of the 
known world, disappeared.46
Anquetil’s philological-theological agenda is more inclusive; it was quite the same 
agenda that guided William Jones’s Asiatic researches and Friedrich Schlegel’s Über 
Sprache und Weisheit der Inder. It is a philology of which the main aim is theological, but 
which equally extends to linguistics, geography, legal history, and literature. It would be 
anachronistic to align that agenda with an inclusive philology of the type later propounded 
by Wolf and Boeckh; rather, what Anquetil and Forster have in common is a register of 
undifferentiated scholarly pursuits. To make him even harder to classify, Anquetil is both 
a critic and an example of histoire philosophique. His Législation Orientale, and even more 
strongly his posthumous Considérations Philosophiques, Historiques et Géographiques sur les 
Deux Mondes follow the argumentative scheme so typical of the genre, but they also attack 
the methodology of some of its main proponents, and in discussing De Pauw and Raynal, 
the Considérations even use ‘philosophique’ as a term of abuse.
It is possible to describe Forster and Anquetil as transitional figures between a uni-
versalist and a specialist mode of knowledge production, figures whose criticism of former 
generalist schemes is indicative of that transition. Forster and Meiners pave the way for 
the professional anatomy and anthropology of Blumenbach; Anquetil’s translations are re-
vised by the specialist philological work of Rask and Burnouf. Before histoire philosophique, 
what was universalist about early modern letters would mainly be embodied in historia lit-
eraria and universal history; and Meiners, a polygraph professor of philosophy who wrote 
histories of philosophy, the university, and the rise and fall of the sciences in the ancient 
world, as well as a handbook for Schöne Wissenschaften and a compilation of lives of Re-
46 Osterhammel, Die Entzauberung Asiens: Europa und die asiatischen Reiche im 18. Jahrhundert 
(München: Beck 2010 [1998]), 190-192
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naissance scholars, represents this older universalism in a philosophical form rather than 
histoire philosophique strictly speaking. 
The shift from universalism to professional specialism significantly narrowed down 
history, after histoire philosophique had broadened it. Art and literature became the sub-
ject of separate historical disciplines, ‘history of mankind’ became anthropology, and the 
history of the non-Western world all but fell out. One can blame this narrowing down on 
Romantic nationalism or on the shortcomings of ‘historicism’ – Peter Burke blames it on 
“Ranke the Reactionary”47 – but the instability of histoire philosophique as a genre was also 
a factor in it. With somewhat undefined works like the Grundriß and the Législation Orien-
tale in mind, we have all the more reason to ask what we wish to call ‘philosophical history’. 
That question is especially pertinent in the German case, in view of Wachler’s diagnosis of 
the state of historical scholarship discussed in chapter 2, and in view of the development of 
history as a professon in Germany after the heyday of histoire philosophique. According to 
Wachler, the French had created new roles and new aims for historians after 1750, and the 
British had ‘perfected the historical art’. What, then, were philosophically minded German 
authors doing meanwhile?
From Pragmatische Geschichte and Universalgeschichte to Philosophical 
History 
It is more difficult to apply the term ‘philosophical history’ to German than to British 
authors. German historians hardly wrote monographs, at least not according to classical 
models; in the German lands, there was no parti philosophique; and there was another term, 
‘pragmatische Geschichte’, which had been around in Latin long before there was histoire 
philosophique.48 There is a certain overlap in meaning between the two terms. In one of its 
earliest German formulations, in Simonetti’s Der Character eines Geschichtschreibers (1746), 
pragmatic history is simply a rational and thorough account of events with their reasons 
and causes.49  It is the same definition which Ranke endorsed a century later.50 According 
to Köster, Über die Philosophie der Historie (1775), a history is pragmatic if it is written with 
47 Peter Burke, “Ranke the reactionary”, in G. Iggers & J. Powell (eds.), Leopold von Ranke and the shap-
ing of the historical discipline (Syracuse (NY): Syracuse UP 1990)
48 The earliest attestation I could find was in a dissertation defended at the university of Lüneburg 
in 1677, by a certain Christian Rhesen, Exercitatio de Historia Pragmatica. Jakob Spener, son of the 
founder of Pietism, calls his 1717 history of Germany Historia Germaniae universalis & pragmatica. 
There is a broad range of books titled ‘Pragmatische Geschichte’ from the mid-18th to mid-19th centu-
ry, dealing with topics ranging from Jesuits, monastic orders, German toll systems, and Bavarian law 
to the Napoleonic wars. 
49 Christian Simonetti, Der Character eines Geschichtschreibers (Göttingen: Schmid 1746), 7
50 “Diese Wirkung aus Ursache herleitender Betrachtung der Historie nennt man die pragmatische”; 
Ranke, Vorlesungseinleitungen (Aus Werk und Nachlass IV, ed. V. Dotterweich & D.P. Fuchs) (Bayer-
ische Akademie der Wissenschaften: Oldenburg 1975), 79
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a certain aim.51 This is a definition that includes almost everything, but more specifically, 
according to Köster, a history is pragmatic if it teaches through examples, through an anal-
ysis of causes and motives, and deserves the name philosophical if its aim is “die Kenntnis 
des Menschen überhaupt”.52 For Gatterer, in Vom historischen Plan, the phrase has become 
shopworn. After invoking the ‘classical’ model of the pragmatic historian-as-philosopher, 
he mocks his contemporaries who show you ‘how to write pragmatic history without being 
a philosopher’.
All the same, there are prominent examples of authors writing in German whose 
works can been seen as, or compared with, histoire philosophique, because they wrote histo-
ries that look like treatises: Iselin, Winckelmann, Herder, and Heeren. Of these, Iselin is 
the most unambiguous case: the original title of his outline of universal history was Philos-
ophische Muthmassungen über die Geschichte der Menschheit (1764), though the first part of 
that title (“Philosophical Speculations”) is on a separate page and was later dropped; else-
where he describes his history as “vom Fackel der Philosophie beleuchtet”.53 The first vol-
ume starts with a chapter on the human faculties which also serves as an epistemological 
introduction, and which makes a somewhat proto-Kantian distinction between Verstand, 
Vernunft, and Geschmäck und Genie; the rest of the history, although it describes the devel-
opment and fruition of these faculties, does not refer back to it, and Iselin invites readers 
with no stomach for metaphysics to skip it. Iselin’s history follows a stadial model of his-
torical development, progressing from the state of nature via Wildheit, Roheit, Hauslichkeit 
and Bürgerlichkeit to the level of Antiquity, and to that of modern Europe. In a foreword to 
later editions, Iselin cites a letter from Lord Kames to a member of the Swiss Menschen-
freundliche Gesellschaft inciting them to investigate whether Rousseau or Montesquieu is 
more realistic in his description of human society as determined by human nature or ex-
ternal factors. Iselin mainly takes issue with Rousseau, arguing that the ‘state of nature’ is 
largely a philosophical construct to be observed nowhere, and not a desirable state either.
Winckelmann does not use the word ‘philosophy’. He presents the Geschichte der 
Kunst des Altertums (1764) as a Lehrgebäude. Its aim is not simply to describe artworks 
but to explain what makes them beautiful. For Winckelmann, this is a task that requires 
both first-hand observation and classical learning; in the introduction and throughout the 
work, he takes to task a whole range of antiquarians (including Caylus, Montfaucon, Du 
Bos and Maffei) for making anachronistic judgements or confusing real and fake on the 
basis of prints. One thing that makes Winckelmann’s Geschichte  philosophical, then, is 
that it defines beauty through a history of art. For the young Herder, such a Lehrgebaüde 
was precisely what true history should be: his first writing on the theory of history, the 
posthumously published “Älteres kritisches Wäldchen” (1767/68), is entirely devoted to 
Winckelmann’s Geschichte. But Herder was not blind to its defects: Winckelmann’s el-
51 Heinrich Köster, Über die Philosophie der Historie (Giessen: Krieger 1775), 22
52 Ibid., 25. This could mean both ‘human knowledge’ and ‘knowledge about man’; the ambiguity might 
be intentional.
53 Isaak Iselin, Philosophische Muthmassungen über die Geschichte der Menschheit (Franfurt/Leipzig: 
Harscher 1764), 100
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evation of Greek art to the level of a universal standard is arbitrary; his explanation of 
the natural emergence of beauty in the benign Greek climate is far from satisfactory; his 
rules of beauty are sheer conjectures.54 Christian Gottlob Heyne, the greatest authority in 
philological matters in the German lands at that moment, describes the work as ‘a classic’ 
already seven years after its appearance (and three years after Winckelmann’s death); but 
he ranks Winckelmann with Voltaire and Montesquieu precisely for having built a grand 
edifice before the materials were ready and available. “Winkelmann suchte Epochen selbst 
zu setzen, ehe noch die Perioden in ein erträgliches Licht gestellt waren.”55
Heyne’s appraisal of Winckelmann in this 1771 article only occupies five pages before 
he proceeds with a long chronological list of additions and corrections. In his 1778 Lob-
schrift auf Winkelmann, which carried a prize from the Kassel Gesellschaft der Alterthümer, 
Heyne elaborates these ideas further to set standards for Altertumswissenschaft at large in 
assessing Winckelmann’s impact. “Wo, auf welcher Stufe fand Winkelmann das Studium 
des Alterthums? Und wo ließ er es?”56 To answer this question, Heyne formulates a set of 
near-impossible requirements that a proper classicist should meet in order to satisfy “Die 
erste Regel der Hermeneutik der Antike […]: Jedes alte Kunstwerk muß mit den Begriff-
en und in dem Geiste betrachtet und beurtheilt werden, mit welchen Begriffen und in 
welchem Geiste der alte Künstler es verfertigte.”57 This requires, according to Heyne, criti-
cal and grammatical skills, the use of original sources, a knowledge of ancient history, my-
thology, and chronology, a sense of art and beauty, and access to original art works, coins, 
gems and reproductions; and Winckelmann, unlike his predecessors, was in a uniquely 
felicitous position to satisfy most of these demands. (Caylus, by comparison, had a greater 
talent for description and the fine eye of an engraver, but lacking Winckelmann’s classical 
learning and his access to Roman collections, he remained ‘stuck in the details’.58) Even so, 
for Heyne the Geschichte is a waymark rather than a standard for classical scholarship: it 
shows, as had never been done before, how to see the art of antiquity as a whole; but in 
Rome, surrounded by great collections, Winckelmann was also deprived of reading time 
and up-to-date libraries, “und nun ersetzte ein oft trügendes Gedächtnis und eine täus-
chende Phantasie den Mangel der Belesenheit.”59 This gets worse, Heyne judges, in Winck-
elmann’s final, unfinished work, the Monumenti Antichi Inediti (1767): here Winckelmann 
54 Johann Gottfried von Herder, “Älteres kritisches Wäldchen”, in id., Werke Band 2: Schriften zur Äs-
thetik und Literatur (Frankfurt a.M.: Deutsche Klassiker Verlag 1993), § III. For a detailed discussion 
of Herder and Heyne on Winckelmann, see Katherine Harloe, Winckelmann and the Invention of 
Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford UP 2013), chs. 6-7.
55 Heyne, “Berichtigung und Ergänzung der Winkelmannschen Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums”, 
in Deutsche Schriften von der königlichen Societät der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen herausgegeben, Vol. I 
(1771), 204-266: 207
56 Heyne, Lobschrift auf Winkelmann (Leipzig: Weygand 1778), 3
57 Ibid., 13
58 Ibid., 19. Actually, Caylus had travelled to Constantinople and seen Smyrna and Ephesos as a young 
man; he might well have seen more Greek art than Winckelmann.
59 Ibid., 26
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gives his imagination free rein in the interpretation and attribution of antiquities, starts to 
guess rather than to explain, and acts like a seer.
Heyne’s Lobschrift does not address the three topics for which Winckelmann is 
most remembered: Herculanaeum and Pompeii, the Greek ideal of “edle Einfalt und stille 
Würde”, and the division of Greek art into historical periods. Actually, there was not that 
much Greek art for Winckelmann to see in Rome. His identification of four historical pe-
riods (or five, including ‘demise’) is constructed rather imprecisely through the description 
of those works that he had seen; it is nothing like Gatterer’s rigid taxonomy, based on his 
Apparat, of historical characteristics by which to date medieval manuscripts. The Monu-
menti Inediti are a supplement to Santi Bartoli’s compendia of a century earlier (inediti 
practically means ‘not in Bartoli’); they are ordered according to subject matter rather than 
style. Winckelmann’s contemporaries were well aware of his shortcomings; but for all that 
the Geschichte was not, its Greek ideal and its historical periods gave a theoretical basis to 
an already rising classicist fashion, and had the virtue of simplicity, coherence, and easy 
replication. Already in the Salon de 1765, Diderot starts the ‘sculpture’ section by comparing 
Winckelmann’s veneration for ancient Greeks with Rousseau’s cult of the noble savage;60 
one year after the Geschichte, and ten years after the Gedanken über die Nachahmung der 
Griechischen Werke, Winckelmann had become a trope. In the late 1770s, Séroux d’Agin-
court sets himself to documenting medieval art for his Histoire de l’Art par les Monumens 
(1810-23), equally distinguishing between historical styles, and with the express aim of fill-
ing the gap between ancient art covered by Winckelmann and modern art which is widely 
documented in reproductions. Winckelmann had shown to the artists “ce qu’ils doivent 
imiter, je [i.e. Agincourt] leur montrerai ce qu’ils doivent fuir”.61
Does this make Winckelmann a philosophical historian, the only one, according to 
Momigliano, to do something comparable to Gibbon in combining philosophy and an-
tiquarianism?62 In terms of styles of reasoning and forms of presentation, yes. The “sys-
tematische Vorstellung des Inhalts” at the end of the 1776 Vienna edition presents all the 
traits of a philosophical history: causes, principles, origins, Betrachtungen, Untersuchungen, 
a stadial model, and an inventory of varieties among different nations. Like the leading 
works of histoire philosophique, the Geschichte is a study of civilization, although conceived 
aesthetically; in the Sendschreiben von den herculanischen Entdeckungen, he was equally re-
sponding to the encounter with a new world, in this case coming from under the lava. It 
is remarkable that the Sendschreiben devotes ample time to different layers of volcanic soil 
and historically changing sea levels in the Bay of Naples; geological issues which Charles de 
Brosses had also reported a few decades earlier in a letter to Buffon as definite indications 
that the earth was older than 4004 B.C.63
60 Diderot, Salon de 1765, in id., Oeuvres Complètes Vol. XIV (Paris: Hermann 1984), 277
61 Jean Séroux d’Agincourt, Histoire de l'Art par les Monumens, depuis sa décadence au IVe siècle jusqu'à son 
renouvellement au XVIe, Vol. I (Paris: Treuttel & Würtz 1810), v
62 Momigliano, “Gibbon’s Contribution to Historical Method”, 47
63 “Total onze couches, quatre-vingt-un [81!] siècles, au lieu de quarante-deux, comme le prétend Bia-
chini.” De Brosses, Lettres historiques et critiques sur l’Italie (Paris: Ponthieu 1798 [written 1739-40]), 
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Herder is outspoken about the philosophical character of his work, but the ‘father of 
Romanticism’ is also a more complicated case because he is the loudest critic of philosoph-
ical history. The tract Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit (1774) 
uses a stadial model of human history from the patriarchal era to the Egyptian, Grecian, 
Roman and modern epoch, described as a growth from childhood to manhood; but at the 
same time, Herder rejects the notion of linear progress. In a Rousseauist vein, he argues 
that quite as much was lost as won and that people from earlier ages should not be con-
demned for what they were not. In a highly ideosyncratic and ironic style full of exclama-
tion marks, Herder denounces Voltaire, Montesquieu, D’Alembert, Hume, Robertson and 
Iselin, “und was dem nachhinkt und nachlallet”, as purveyors of an artificial and mechanical 
philosophy of history, and opposes true feeling to “den flüchtigsten Raissonnement à la 
Voltaire”.64 But he does not reject philosophical history outright. After all, Yet another phi-
losophy of history is also a philosophy of history. 
In the earlier “Älteres kritisches Wäldchen”, reflecting upon Winckelmann, Herder 
describes a ‘systematic, pragmatic’ history as potentially the highest form of philosophy, 
‘if it existed’ (“wenn er wäre”), and lays down rules for such a history. The most striking 
of these rules are “je mehr historische Kunst [i.e. the higher the theoretical level], je mehr 
zu prüfen” and “Geschichte und Lehrgebaüde zwar verbunden, aber auch kenntlich unter-
schieden”65 – which comes down to a separation of narrative and theory, or fact and value. 
Later, in the first volume of the Ideen (1784), he refers back to Auch eine Philosophie as the 
embryonic version of his philosophy of history and presents its title as “eine Note der Bes-
cheidenheit”66 – a rather blatant case of false modesty. But indeed, the Ideen are painted on 
a broader canvas than Auch eine Geschichte. The first two volumes of the Ideen are mainly 
devoted to defining human nature and its self-realization in Humanität, covering a range of 
standard issues of histoire philosophique like the natural history of mankind, the influence 
of climate, the origins of arts, sciences, and writing, and the organization of human facul-
ties. The other two volumes give an overview of human history and current cultural variety, 
as so many different realizations of Humanität. In this regard, Herder is both an individ-
ualist and a collectivist: human perfectibility can only be achieved on an individual level, 
but the conditions for it are shaped by culture and tradition. The main difference between 
Herder and the authors he had attacked earlier in Auch eine Philosophie is that Herder’s 
idea of human perfectibility is essentially a theological ideal of unfolding the divine in man. 
In its cultural relativism, this is not quite traditional theology, but it is not the mild deism 
of Voltaire and Iselin or the agnosticism of Hume and Gibbon either.
The tone of Herder’s Ideen is analytical rather than rhetorical, apart from the oc-
casional exclamation mark. In some aspects, it is a systematic work: four volumes each 
comprising five ‘books’ of more or less equal size, subdivided into paragraphs addressing 
Vol. II Lettre XII 
64 [Herder], Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit ([Riga]: s.n. 1774), 92, 8
65 Herder, “Älteres kritisches Wäldchen”, 12, 22-23
66 Herder, Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, Vol. I (Riga/Leipzig: Hartknoch 1784), 
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a particular thesis, question, or aspect. These paragraphs, again, often divide into points 
1,2,3,4. Herder’s overview of human culture and history is neither taxonomical nor chron-
ological, but it aims at giving a comprehensive picture of both; and in spite of its insistence 
that human sensuality, imagination, understanding, and Glückseligkeit are all “eine Blüte 
der Genius der Völker, ein Sohn der Tradition und Gewohnheit”,67 the overview culmi-
nates in modern Europe, accounting (in a fairly conventional way) for its current level of 
Bildung. Like Iselin’s Geschichte, Herder’s Ideen are not a history with actors and events but 
a tableau. The Ideen do not satisfy his earlier requirement of “je mehr historische Kunst, je 
mehr zu prüfen”: his sources are sparse and general. According to Kant, reviewing the first 
volume of the Ideen, it was not proper philosophy either: “nicht etwa eine logische Pünk-
tlichkeit in Bestimmung der Begriffe, oder sorgfaltige Unterscheidung und Bewährung 
der Grundsätze, sondern ein sich nicht lange verweilender viel umfassender Blick, eine in 
Auffindung von Analogien fertige Sagazität”.68 In particular, Kant took offense at Herder‘s 
appeal to a mystic force of Humanität towards self-realization, situated in human nature 
rather than dictated by reason: this, for Kant, amounted to explaining what one does not 
understand by something one understands even less.69
Arnold Heeren belonged to a later generation than Winckelmann and Herder; he 
rose to prominence in the 1790s and was arguably the leading German historian in the 
first decades of the 19th century. His Ideen über die Politik, den Verkehr und den Handel der 
vornehmsten Völker der alten Welt were revised and expanded three times over, growing 
from two (1793-96) to six (1824-26) volumes while accommodating new insights about 
Egypt, India and Persia and advances in Altertumskunde. A student (and son-in-law) of 
Heyne, and consciously avoiding the teaching of Gatterer and Schlözer, Heeren had aban-
doned the model of Universalgeschichte: well aware of the gaps in the available knowledge 
of the Orient and archaic Greece, he did not write chronological compendia like Eichhorn’s 
Weltgeschichte but rather essays on the current state of knowledge. Thus, in later editions 
of the Ideen, he took issue with Anquetil’s translation of the Upanishads (while adhering, 
pace Anquetil, to Montesquieu’s idea of Oriental despotism), and incorporated Grote-
fend’s partial translation of cuneiform as an appendix to the 1815 edition. 
Heeren used the term ‘philosophische Geschichte’ on several occasions, without ex-
plicitating what he meant by it. Most telling is the way in which he advertised his Geschichte 
des Studiums der classischen Litteratur (1797), which was originally written as part of the 
Göttingen Geschichte der Künste und Wissenschaften:
Je grösser der Einfluß des Studiums der Classiker auf so viele Wissenschaften gewesen ist, 
eine desto grössere Lücke würde dadurch in der philosophischen Geschichte der Wissen-
schaften überhaupt ausgefüllt werden. […] Jeder Anfänger in einer Wissenschaft bedarf 
67 Ibid., ch. 8
68 Kant, [review of ] “Ideen einer Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, von Johann Gottfried Herd-
er”, Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung I:4 (6 January 1785), 17-22: 17
69 Ibid., 21
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einer Methodologie; allein es giebt meines Erachtens keine bessere Methodologie als die 
Geschichte jeder Wissenschaft.70
Still, the antecedents cited in this preface are paradigmatic antiquarians like Muratori, Ti-
raboschi, and ‘the Benedictines’. Heeren never extended his history of classical scholarship 
beyond the volume on the Middle Ages, originally intended as a preparatory volume to its 
history seit dem Wiederaufleben der Wissenschaften. In the autobiographical essay preced-
ing his Vermischte Historische Schriften, he explains that he abandoned the work because 
more politically pressing projects got the upper hand. In the same essay, he claims that 
“alle die philosophischen Systeme, die ich aufblühen und wieder hinwelken sah, ganz ohne 
Einfluss auf mich geblieben [sind]”.71
The Ideen remained in a state of constant revision; but early on, they were condensed 
into the single-volume Handbuch der Geschichte der Staaten des Altertums, which went 
through five different editions between 1797-1828 and was translated into English, French, 
and Dutch. In this work, Heeren speaks rather roughly of “Pragmatische oder Philoso-
phische Historische Werke, die sich von den blossen Annalen darin unterscheiden, dass 
sie nicht blos eine chronologische Aufzählung der einzelnen Begebenheiten, sondern auch 
eine Entwickelung des Zusammenhangs der Begebenheiten enthalten.”72 Unlike the Ideen, 
the Handbuch was in traditional historia litteraria format, with paragraphs followed by bib-
liographies. In the 1817 edition, he still regarded hieroglyphs as allegorical representations, 
and mocked earlier attempts at decipherment as “Traüme und Hypothesen”;73 in the 1828 
edition, after Champollion’s discoveries, he was glad to acknowledge that Manetho’s list of 
kings was confirmed by inscriptions on temples. Even in that edition, he still recommend-
ed Rollin (then a century old) as an overview of ancient history.
Heeren was in many respects an example of what Koselleck calls die Gleichzeitigkeit 
des Unzeitgleichen in the same person. Long before British scholars coined the phrase ‘his-
tory of political ideas’, he wrote a work Über die Entstehung, die Ausbildung und den prak-
tischen Einfluß der politischen Theorien (1805), exploring, among other things, the philo-
sophical origins of the French Revolution. In the unfinished essay “Über die politischen 
Folgen der Reformation” (1803), he attributes the birth of colonialism, international trade, 
and capitalism to the ‘spirit of Protestantism’,74 a century before Weber. In the same work, 
he identifies three great revolutions that shaped Europe: the Crusades, the Reformation, 
and ‘the current one’.75 When, accordingly, he wrote a treatise Über die Folgen der Kreuzzüge 
für Europa (1808), he weighed his judgement on Pope Gregorius VII, the architect of the 
pan-European ecclesiastical power structure:
70 Arnold Heeren, Geschichte des Studiums der classischen Litteratur seit dem Wiederaufleben der Wissen-
schaften (Göttingen: Rosenbusch 1797), Vol. I, vii
71 Heeren, Vermischte Historische Schriften (Göttingen: Röwer 1821), Vol. I, lxxv
72 Heeren, Handbuch der Geschichte der Staaten des Altertums, mit besonderer Rücksicht auf ihre Verfassun-
gen, ihren Handel und ihre Colonieen (Göttingen: Röwer 1817 [1797]), 11
73 Ibid., 69
74 Vermischte Historische Schriften Vol. I, 100-104
75 Ibid., 8-9
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Aber die Schwierigkeit liegt darin, dass er als ein ganz anderer Mann erscheint, je nach-
dem man ihn im Licht seines oder unseres Zeitalter betrachtet; denn derselbe Entwurf 
[i.e. Papal primacy] der jetzt ein Verbrechen gegen die Menschheit wäre, konnte damals 
eine Wohltat für sie seyn. Ohne Zweifel erfordert die historische Gerechtigkeit aber das 
erstere.76
A few pages later, Gregorius VII is said to have acted according to “die herrschende Geist 
des Zeitalters”.77 Such considerations do not make Heeren a proto-historicist, but they 
do put the rhetoric of Ranke and Thierry about their predecessors’ anachronistic bias-
es into perspective. Heeren, however, was not spared a flogging by the next generation. 
First, in 1813, Niebuhr wrote a crushing review of the volume of the Ideen dealing with 
Ancient Greece. This was one and two years after the appearance of Niebuhr’s own Römis-
che Geschichte. In no mean terms, Niebuhr discarded the Ideen as sketchy, neglectful, and 
unscientific:
Wir halten den Beruf des Geschichtschreibers für ein heiliges Amt, und für so ernst, daß 
er, wie der Redner vor Gericht oder im Staat, jedes Wort abwägen muß.78
Hätte ein Schriftsteller über die Geschichte des Alterthums, in einem Neuheit ankündi-
genden Werke, zunächst ein anderes Publikum vor Augen, als das der strengsten Sach-
kundigen: so müßte daraus eine so verfehlte Manier entstehen, daß eine solche Schrift für 
die Wissenschaft wenigstens als verloren angesehen werden müßte.79
According to Horst-Walter Blanke, this review discouraged Heeren from completing or 
revising this part of the Ideen for twenty years, even if Niebuhr had concluded that Heer-
en’s project was worthwhile in principle and called for its continuation and revision, in 
which “kaum ein Stein auf dem anderen bleiben darf ”.80 Next, August Wilhelm Schlegel 
gave a similarly low assessment of Heeren’s volume on India as the work of a dilettante 
who did not know Sanskrit. Finally, Georg Gervinus, who would claim fame a few years 
later with his history of German literature, wrote a chaotic, 135-page, initially anonymous 
pamphlet under the title Historische Briefe (1832), calling the Ideen devoid of ideas, useless, 
superficial and backward in terms of method, or in their lack of method. The rhetoric by 
now rings familiar, but something had changed in these twenty years: for Gervinus, the 
whole style of historiography which Heeren represented was outdated. Blanke comments 
that Heeren, in spite of the regard in which he was held in his lifetime, was never reprinted 
in Germany after his death, and that only six students attended his funeral.81 That is a 
76 Ibid., Vol. II, 89
77 Ibid., 100
78 Barthold Niebuhr, [review of ] “Ideen über die Politik, den Verkehr und den Handel der vornehmsten 
Völker der Alten Welt von A.H.L. Heeren. Dritter Theil.” Ergänzungsblätter zur Jenaischen allgemeinen 
Literatur-Zeitung I:7-12 (1813), 49-90: 53 
79 Ibid., 50
80 Ibid., 90; Blanke, “Verfassungen, die nicht rechtlich, aber wirklich sind: A.H.L. Heeren und das Ende 
der Aufklärungshistorie”, Berichte zur Wissenschaftsgeschichte 6 (1983), 143-164: 154-155
81 Ibid., 157. French, English and Dutch translations of Heeren’s work remained in print in the 1850s 
and after; Heinrich Leo’s Lehrbuch der Universalgeschichte (1835-44) and Leitfaden für den Unterricht 
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somewhat tendentious comment, for Heeren, who died in 1842, did not vanish from the 
scene, but turned to editing the Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen and the ‘Heeren-Ukert’ se-
ries of histories of European states, an international enterprise that reached 41 titles with 
several hundred volumes in total and that continued into the 20th century.82 
The Afterlife of Histoire Philosophique
When did histoire philosophique end? Not then, if ever. The very same Gervinus described 
history as “die Achse aller menschlich moralischen Bildung, deren Polen Poesie und Phi-
losophie bilden”83 and devoted his Grundzüge der Historik to defining that middle position. 
He does so with more concern for the luminous historical detail than the 18th-century 
authors whom he rejects as superficial (Robertson and Gibbon as historians, Kant and 
Herder as philosophers of history), and invokes a national spirit which (though ‘nation-
al-cosmopolitan’) would have been alien to them, but the search for underlying principles 
and connecting ideas is still for Gervinus what distinguishes proper history from mere 
annals and memoirs. It is also because philosophy has changed that Gervinus needs to 
renegotiate the relation between history and philosophy. In spite of his harsh words on 
Kant as a philosopher of history, his Historik is infused with Kantian terms: “Die Dinge 
erscheinen uns entweder nach ihrer Wirklichkeit, oder nach ihrer Möglichkeit, oder nach 
ihrer Notwendigkeit”, and history proper goes beyond the first. In Gervinus’ Historik, just 
as in Kant’s Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte in weltbürgerlicher Absicht, the idea that 
history has a goal functions as a necessary regulative idea.84
Actually, there were more books with Histoire philosophique in their title after the 
French Revolution than before. Between 1790 and 1840, there were (in chronological or-
der), at least the following: philosophical histories of the Monde primitif, the French Revo-
lution, revolutions in England, the progress of physics, Marcus Aurelius, Roman emperors, 
humankind, cuisine, plants, social reform, Russia, hypochondria and hysteria, Jews, Chris-
tianity, science and civilization, and zoology.85 These works have little in common except 
in der Universalgeschichte (1838-40) kept recommending Heeren as the best source for modern history 
in later editions.
82 Cf. Dirk Moldenhauer, Geschichte als Ware: der Verleger Friedrich Christoph Perthes (1772-1843) als 
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83 Georg Gervinus, Grundzüge der Historik (Leipzig: Engelmann 1837), 89
84 Ibid., 14-15, 65-66. These three types of ‘modality’ make up one of Kant’s four categories of under-
standing (quantity, quality, relation, modality).
85 Jean Delisle de Sales, Histoire philosophique du Monde primitif (1793); Antoine Fantin-Desodoards, 
Histoire philosophique de la Révolution francaise (1795); Jean Chas, Histoire philosophique et politique 
des Révolutions d'Angleterre (1798); Antoine Libes, Histoire philosophique des Progrès de la Physique 
(1810-13); Louis-Madeleine Ripault, Histoire philosophique de Marc-Aurèle (1820); Eustache Toulotte, 
Histoire philosophique des Empereurs (1822); Antoine Fabre d’Olivet, Histoire Philosophique du Genre 
Humain (1824); Jean Brillat-Savarin, Histoire philosophique de la Cuisine (1825); Jean Poiret, Histoire 
philosophique, littéraire, économique des Plantes (1825-29); Pierre-Philippe Baignoux, Histoire phi-
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their title, and none reached anything remotely like the standing of Voltaire or Raynal. 
The works on England, Russia, Jews, and Christianity are what one would now call ‘gen-
eral histories’ from the first historic beginnings to the present; Desodoards’ history of the 
French Revolution is one of the first on that topic, not marked by any particular analytical 
perspicacity or philosophical bent. The works on plants and on hypochondria and hysteria 
are natural histories; those on Monde Primitif and le Genre Humain are imitations of Gé-
belin. Although the phrase ‘histoire philosophique’ survives well into the 19th century, it is 
not that clearly identifiable as a genre anymore. 
But the idea of writing history en philosophe was there to stay. John Stuart Mill con-
sistently used it as a category in his reviews of historical works, lambasting Walter Scott’s 
Life of Napoleon for its utter lack of philosophical virtues in 1828 and welcoming George 
Grote’s History of Greece as “the first attempt at a philosophical history of Greece” in 1846.86 
In several of his letters, Tocqueville speaks of the difficulty of “mêler les faits aux idées, la 
philosophie de l’histoire à l’histoire même”,87 and acknowledges Montesquieu as his model. 
He was not alone in that. Destutt de Tracy, the leading idéologue, wrote a chapter-by-chap-
ter comment on the Esprit des Lois, effectively an update;88 the lawyer Théodore Regnault 
summarized its contents in 26 double-page ‘analytical tables’ to facilitate easier study.89 
Guizot started his career as a historian in 1808 by translating Gibbon. The Académie des 
Sciences Morales, restored by him as part of the Institut National after the July Revolution, 
held a section histoire générale et philosophique; François Mignet, its first secretary, sought 
to define the subject through his own academy mémoires, through essay competitions, and 
through many éloges for deceased historians and thinkers delivered over four decades.90 
Yvonne Knibiehler goes as far as to claim that “En 1830, tous les historiens français sont 
philosophes, en ce sens que tous espèrent faire de l’histoire une science”.91
Philosophical history retained its late Enlightenment form longest in Britain. Henry 
Hallam’s View of the State of Europe in the Middle Ages (1819) comes as a series of disserta-
tions for the ‘philosophical reader’ on how European states emerged from barbarism; Lord 
Histoire philosophique et politique de Russie (1830); Frédéric Dubois, Histoire philosophique de l'Hypo-
chondrie et de l'Hystérie (1833); Jean Capifigue, Histoire philosophique des Juifs (1833); Louis de Potter, 
Histoire philosophique, politique et critique du Christianisme (1836-37); Joseph Morand, Histoire phi-
losophique des Sciences et de la Civilisation (1838); Victor Meunier, Histoire philosophique des Progrès de 
la Zoologie générale (1840)
86 Edinburgh Review LXXXIV (October 1846), 343-377
87 Alexis de Tocqueville to Gustave de Beaumont, 26 December 1850, in Oeuvres VIII.2 (Paris: Galli-
mard 1967), 343; quoted in J.P. Mayer’s introduction to L’Ancien Régime et la Révolution (Paris: Galli-
mard 1967). Cf. Tocqueville to Louis de Kergorlay, 15 December 1850, in Oeuvres XIII.2 (1977)
88 Destutt de Tracy, Commentaire sur l’Esprit des Lois de Montesquieu (Liège: Desoer 1817); first pub-
lished in English translation by Thomas Jefferson (1811).
89 Théodore Regnault, Tableaux analytiques de l'Esprit des lois de Montesquieu (Paris: Janet et Cotelle 
1824)
90 Yvonne Knibiehler, Naissance des Sciences humaines: Mignet et l’Histoire philosophique au XIXe Siè-
cle (Paris: Flammarion 1973), ch. IX. Mignet’s collected éloges were published as Portraits et Notices 
(1854), Éloges historiques (1863) and Nouveaux Éloges historiques (1877) 
91 Knibiehler, Naissance des Sciences humaines, 345
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Brougham’s British Consitution (1844) is an analysis of virtues, vices and the division of 
power reminiscent of Montesquieu. Both, as corresponding members of Mignet’s section, 
get their philosophical-historical virtues praised in his Éloges. In James Mill’s History of 
British India (1817), the limitations of the genre also become apparent, as Mill sr. draws an 
extremely negative picture of the level of Indian civilization without ever having been to 
India or knowing any of its languages. In Mill’s self-professedly ‘critical’ view, India is too 
big to oversee anyhow, and first-hand experience tends to bias and overwhelm the specta-
tor with subjective impressions, while the resignated judge can take a critical view of the 
accumulated data in travel accounts, East India Company reports, parliamentary proceed-
ings, Asiatic Researches, etc.: “A man who is duly qualified may attain more knowledge of 
India, in one year, in his closet in England, than he could obtain during the course of the 
longest life, by the use of his eyes and ears in India.”92 After all, Robertson had not seen 
Spain or America either.
In rhetorically downgrading India, James Mill was building an argument against tra-
ditionalism. When he called the Hindus hardly more advanced than Native Americans, 
their laws and institutions ‘despotic and muddled’, their art and poetry ‘bizarre and gro-
tesque’, their disposition ‘barbaric, cruel and warlike’, and their religion ‘superstitious’,93 he 
was doing so to counter the glorification of their ancient past by William Jones (as well as, 
implicitly, the defence of their customs and inherited rights in Edmund Burke’s impeach-
ment of Warren Hastings). The Laws of Menu, translated by Jones, are cited as proof of 
Oriental despotism; the ‘uncommon stupidity’ of the Zend-Avesta proves its authenticity; 
and pagodas like Elephanta are impressive only because of their size, just like Aztec pyr-
amids, while the Hindus could not even build a proper arch.94 Horace Hayman Wilson, 
who edited the fourth edition and added three volumes on the period 1803-35, takes dis-
tance from Mill’s “ínaccuracies both of fact and opinion” and even accuses him of “incom-
petency to perform this most essential part of the duties of a careful historian [to separate 
the false from the true]”, but still finds the book worth saving as “the most valuable work on 
the subject which has yet been published”.95
One figure is hard to accomodate in an analysis of histoire philosophique and its after-
life: Giambattista Vico. The Scienza Nuova has several traits of later histoire philosophique, 
like a stadial model and a concern with principles; in other respects, like its mythological 
references and its style of reasoning de more geometrico, it is more like a work from the 17th 
century. In his own century, Vico’s impact on learned debate is marginal enough to neglect 
him. In the 19th century, he acquires heroic proportions. Michelet appropriated his work 
in a 1827 French translation, and later called him ‘his sole guiding spirit’;96 the editors’ fore-
92 James Mill, The History of British India (London: Baldwin, Cradock & Joy 1817), xv
93 Ibid., ch. II.10
94 Ibid., ch. II.3 and pp. 282n, 333ff
95 “Preface of the editor”, The History of British India (ed. H.H. Wilson) (London: Madden 1848), ii, iv, 
ix 
96 “Je n’eus de maître que Vico”. Michelet, “Préface de 1869” to Vol. I of Histoire de France (Paris: Librai-
rie Internationale 1871), 11
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word to Hegel’s Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Weltgeschichte heralds Vico as a great 
precursor, one of only three to present ‘a fully worked out philosophy of history’.97 This 
kind of posthumous praise has given rise to a kind of ‘sleeping beauty’ story about how he 
was forgotten and rediscovered.
In fact, Vico was never quite forgotten. Rather, his 18th-century readers did not not 
know what to do with him. Montesquieu and Goethe owned copies of the Scienza Nuova; 
Hamann and Jacobi discussed him in correspondence; Herder mentions him in the Briefe 
zur Beförderung der Humanität.98 Jean Le Clerc, who had favourably reviewed two earlier 
works by Vico, was sent a review copy – to no effect.99 But only three people outside Italy 
seriously referred to Vico as a secondary source in the 18th century, and two do so in sup-
port of a conjectured or invented mythical past: Michael Denis in the footnotes to his Ger-
man translation of Ossian (derived, with the footnotes, from Cesarotti’s Italian version), 
and Gébelin in his reflections on the half-mythical Phoenician historian Sanchoniathon.100 
No one publicly acknowledged his claim to have founded a ‘new science’; no one elaborated 
or refuted his ‘historical proofs’.
The remarkable fact is that Vico came to be discussed in much more detail after the 
publication of Friedrich August Wolf ’s Prolegomena ad Homerum (1795) and Barthold 
Niebuhr’s Römische Geschichte (1811-12) – and in immediate response to these works. The 
shift occurs in two very similar texts from 1807 and 1816, the first by Wolf in the first issue 
of Museum der Altertumswissenschaft, the second a review of Niebuhr’s Römische Geschichte 
by the Swiss philologist Johann Caspar von Orelli. Wolf, under the title “Giambattista 
Vico über den Homer”,101 summarizes the third book of the Scienza Nuova, on the “dis-
covery of the true Homer”. In a blurry mix of paraphrase and comment, Wolf draws up 
a long list of points on which Vico had new ideas, made mistakes, or overlapped with his 
own Prolegomena. Wolf claims to have been first alerted on Vico by a letter from Cesarotti, 
the Italian translator of Ossian and the Iliad, who saw strong analogies between the Prole-
gomena and the Scienza Nuova, and subsequently sent him a copy.102 Wolf ’s judgement on 
Vico is not without hesitations: “Historische Strenge ist zwar nirgends in diesem Räson-
nement; kaum scheint Vico davon eine Idee gehabt zu haben. Alles hat eher das Ansehen 
97 Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Weltgeschichte (ed. E. Gans et al.) (Berlin: Duncker & 
Humblot 1837), ix. The other two are Humboldt and Schlegel.
98 For an overview, see Max Harold Fisch’ introduction to The Autobiography of Giambattista Vico (tr. 
M.H. Fisch & T.G. Bergin) (New York: Cornell 1944), esp. pp. 67-80.
99 John Robertson, The Case for the Enlightenment: Scotland and Naples 1680-1760 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP 2005), 200-208
100 Antoine Court de Gébelin, Allégories orientales ou le fragment de Sanchoniathon (Paris 1777), 64; Mi-
chael Denis, Ossians und Sineds Lieder (Vienna: Alberti 1791-92), Vol. I, xii-xiii, xvii. The third is 
Lorenzo Boturini, whose projected Historia General de la América Septentrional aimed to reconstruct 
the history of Latin America according to Viconian principles. Cf. Cañizares-Esguerra, How to Write 
the History of the New World, 135-155
101 Reprinted in Kleine Schriften, Vol. II (ed. G. Bernhardi) (Halle: Buchhandlung des Waisenhauses 
1869), 1157-66
102 Cesarotti refers favourably to Vico in both translations; the endnotes of Michael Denis, mentioned 
above, were also borrowed from Cesarotti’s Ossian.
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von Visionen”.103 Also, Vico is not mentioned in Wolf ’s Darstellung der Altertumswissen-
schaft, which appeared in the same volume. Still Wolf concludes that if Vico had written in 
English, he would have been famous.
Orelli finds Wolf ’s judgement still a bit too grudging. Reviewing Niebuhr in the 
Ergänzungsblätter zur Jenaischen allgemeinen Literatur-Zeitung (1816 Vol. II, No. 91-92, pp. 
337-346), he does the same with regard to Roman history: pointing out parallels between 
Vico and Niebuhr, in a neat list of 16 points, with long Italian quotes. According to Orelli, 
Vico’s ideas on Roman history are even more worthwhile than those on Homer; enough 
so, Orelli concludes, to warrant a German translation of Vico’s autobiography and at least 
part of the Scienza Nuova.
What we see here is, in effect, backward causation. It could be that Wolf had actually 
known about Vico before; but it doesn’t really matter. At that point Vico’s ‘visions’ were no 
longer candidates for truth-or-falsehood; they were being acknowledged as adumbrations 
of Wolf ’s and Niebuhr’s insights into Greek philology and Roman history, thereby rein-
forcing rather than undermining the rhetoric by which Wolf and Niebuhr very self-con-
sciously styled their works as foundational texts.
Conclusion
Is there enough coherence to philosophical history to speak of it as a style of reasoning? 
Or is it more appropriate to identify different elements within philosophical history, such 
as the stadial model, the concern with causes and principles, the logic of conjectures and 
refutations, comparativism, and the study of civilization, as so many different ways of or-
ganizing information, which when combined make up the genre histoire philosophique? One 
could do both. The latter would be more in line with Crombie’s and Hacking’s definition 
of styles of reasoning. But these elements do not, individually, make a work coherent; it is 
through combining them that information is transformed into knowledge.
Not all these elements were new. Seventeenth-century social contract theory had al-
ready been concerned with historical causes and principles and applied a stadial model, 
albeit largely in the abstract rather than applied to real historical events. Lenglet du Fres-
noy had already recommended the study of mœurs, but only as an auxiliary discipline; for 
“sçavoir, c’est connoître les choses par leurs principes”, and in history, these were contained 
in “les motifs, les opinions & les passions des hommes” as evidenced in the deeds of great 
men.104 (Histoire philosophique would abstract away from that.) Conjectural history was 
relatively new. Seventeenth-century historians, antiquarians and travel writers had already 
offered ‘conjectures’, but those were guesses about dates and attributions; there had been 
earlier attempts at lawlike historical generalizations, but these had been de more geomet-
rico – that is, deductive – whereas philosophical historians would rather point to general 
103 Kleine Schriften, Vol. II, 1166
104 Nicolas Lenglet du Fresnoy, Méthode pour Étudier l’Histoire (Paris: Gandouin 1729 [1713]), Vol. I, 2-3
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‘observations’ or patterns in human nature, or present their generalizations as hypotheses. 
Cross-cultural comparisons had inevitably been made before in travel literature. The great 
invention of histoire philosophique was to integrate all that into a way of writing history – or 
rather two ways: a schematic one and a narrative one.
What speaks in favour of defining histoire philosophique as a ‘style’ is that it was an ac-
tor’s category: some scholars explicitly styled themselves as philosophical historians, others 
defined their position with reference to the models of that style, still others attacked ‘the 
philosophical school’ at large. As a genre, it was an unstable genre: when they were writing 
classical narrative, philosophical historians had to sometimes, like Hume, “make a pause 
and depart from the historical style”, or even, like Robertson in the History of America or 
Clavigero in the History of Mexico, switch between different registers; when they were 
writing conjectural history, they found it hard to give anything more than a schematic 
treatment of historical developments. This is a problem that later generations did not so 
much solve as prefer to forget. Schlözer’s proposal to write two parallel histories, a syn-
chronic and a diachronic one, was probably the best try, apart from it being unworkable.
Whatever the debts of philosophical history to earlier genres of history writing, there 
were several perceived anomalies in universal history, Biblical chronology, critical compila-
tion, and the classification of history as a ‘rhetorical’ genre for which histoire philosophique 
presented an alternative. After the Querelle and the Pyrrhonist controversy, historians were 
facing new challenges, to which both classical and biblical models were inadequate: how 
to write history in a way that evaluated and embodied the merits of the moderns, and 
in accordance with critical method. The sheer growth of information in itself called for 
new forms of history writing; as Wachler wrote in 1789, “Je zahlreicher von Tag zu Tag 
die Schriftsteller im historischen Fach werden […], desto wichtiger muß für jeden sich 
bildenden Menschen und besonders für jeden Freund der Wissenschaft die Frage seyn: 
Wie muß Geschichte behandelt und vorgetragen, und welche Zwecken müssen durch sie 
erreicht werden”.105 Writing history philosophically worked both ways: historical treatises 
on rights, mœurs, commerce, arts and sciences also provided a template for articulating 
critical and speculative ideas. Histoire philosophique was not merely a way of making history 
into a science, it was also a way of doing philosophy.
105 Wachler, Über Geschichte, ihre Zwecke, Behandlungen und ihrer Vortrag (Rinteln 1789), 2. Quoted in 
Hans-Jürgen Pandel, Historik und Didaktik. Das Problem der Distribution historiographisch erzeugten 
Wissens von der deutschen Spätaufklärung zum Historismus (1765-1830) (Stuttgart: frommann-holz-
boog 1990), 47. Pandel explicitly attributes the collapse of the 18th-century German historical-didactic 
model to information overload: “Dem Wissenszuwachs hielten die traditionellen Darstellungsweisen 
nicht mehr stand” (p. 39). 
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4. Reshuffling the Faculties: Academic Reforms 
and the Emancipation of Philosophy
Is philosophy part of the humanities? Nowadays, the answer varies. In the Early Modern 
period, the answer would have been ‘no’, or the question would have been the other way 
round. Institutionally, philosophy was what followed upon the humanities (understood 
as Latin grammar, rhetoric, and the study of classical authors) in the curriculum; but to 
the extent that these ‘humanities’ were taught at university rather than at Latin schools 
and collèges, they were also part of the philosophical faculty. The ‘new philosophy’ of the 
17th century rather stood in opposition to the time-honoured classical curriculum, and 
‘philosophy’, in the schemes of Bacon and the Encyclopédie, stood in opposition to ‘his-
tory’; but a style of reasoning informed by the new philosophy had been brought to bear 
upon language and history in universal grammar and histoire philosophique. One could ask 
whether philosophy was part of letters, and here the answer would have been harder, since 
philosophers like Voltaire and Hume saw themselves as men of letters and contributors to 
belles-lettres; but it was not part of letters as covered by the Academy of Inscriptions and 
Belles-Lettres, Rollin’s Traité des Études, or Blair’s Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles-Lettres.
The re-positioning of philosophy by Kant and German Idealism, the overhaul of aca-
demic structures during the French Revolution, and the crisis and re-arrangement of Ger-
man universities capped by the Prussian Bildungsreform changed that state of affairs. Of 
these three developments, the first was an attempt to rethink the whole edifice of knowl-
edge; the second, to actually re-organize it, and to put it on a different philosophical basis; 
the third created the institutional environment within which Geisteswissenschaften were 
later defined. All three were developments at the margins of the humanities; they were not 
‘outcomes’ of historical, philological, or linguistic scholarship, but they all affected the en-
cyclopaedic way in which history and languages were previously taught, and in all of them, 
scholars were agents of change. All three present particularly good cases for studying the 
relation between ideals and institutions, and through that, between ideals and scholarly 
practices. Kantianism and German Idealism shaped a new philosophy curriculum which 
made (not entirely as intended) philosophy a discipline among others; the French reforms 
provided a platform for the philosophy of knowledge and education known as Idéologie; 
the Bildungsreform is closely associated with the ideal of Bildung.
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These three were parallel rather than consecutive developments. In this chapter, I 
shall treat them in the order of their defining moments: the publication of Kant’s three 
Critiques (1781-90), the Loi Daunou (1795), and the foundation of the university of Berlin 
(1809-10). One reason for doing so is that debates about Kantian philosophy – especially 
those in Jena in the 1790s – and the effective elimination of French universities during the 
Revolution, followed by the mass extinction of German universities in the years that fol-
lowed, form the direct background for debates about the role and aim of the university in 
Berlin in the 1800s. The French and Prussian reforms have been treated as isolated rather 
than as related developments in most later scholarship; one thing this chapter sets out to 
do is to compare their ideological background and impact. There have been such compari-
sons in reports on higher education from the later 19th century, and these will be discussed 
in the final section of this chapter. The rest of that section looks for parallels with and 
references to these two reforms in later debates in England.
What happens in the course of these developments is that a certain continuity be-
tween philosophy and scholarship is broken. Philosophers in the 19th century rarely write 
histories, mathematical tracts, general grammar, or art criticism, like leading 18th-century 
philosophers (Hume, Voltaire, Leibniz, Wolff, Condillac, Diderot) were doing. Instead, 
we get philosophies of history, of nature, of art, of science (and much later, philosophy of 
language) which historians, art historians, linguists, natural scientists et al. can choose to 
apply or ignore. Much of 19th-century scholarship is loudly ‘unphilosophical’. Still, it is hard 
to give a coherent account of ‘historicism’, of ‘organicism’, of the modern concept of Art, or 
for that matter of Bildung or Idéologie without invoking philosophical theories. One should 
not view these concepts as the top-down applications of philosophical theories: except, 
maybe, for Idéologie, they are not quite that clear-cut, and ‘historicism’ is a designation in 
hindsight. They are, rather, conceptual formations at the intersection of philosophy and 
scholarship.
The Emancipation and Transformation of Philosophy
As shown in the previous chapters, in the 18th century, ‘philosophy’ could mean different 
things: a curriculum, an encyclopaedic project, a category of sciences, a mode of thinking 
inspired by the ‘new philosophy’ of Descartes, Hobbes, and Newton, or simply freethink-
ing. The philosophes were critical thinkers of wide-ranging interests rather than systematic 
metaphysicians. Richard Rorty, in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, states that “The idea 
of ‘philosophy’ itself, in the sense in which it has been understood since the subject became 
standardized in the nineteenth century, was not yet at hand”1 in the Early Modern period. 
The core of that modern conception, he argues, is the idea of philosophy as a ‘theory of 
knowledge’, “a theory distinct from the sciences because it is their foundation.”2 If Descartes, 
1 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton UP 1979), 131
2 Ibid., 132
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Hobbes and Locke seem to be offering such a theory, that, according to Rorty, only appears 
so in retrospect: the turning point is Kant.
Taken at face value, that claim is wrong: there were ‘systems of philosophy’ in the 
narrow sense before Kant. Kant himself invokes the example of “der strenge Methode des 
berühmten Wolff ”, which teaches “wie durch gesetzmäßige Feststellung der Prinzipien, 
deutliche Bestimmung der Begriffe, versuchte Strenge der Beweise, Verhütung kühner 
Sprunge in Folgerungen der sichere Gang einer Wissenschaft zu nehmen sei”.3 Condil-
lac devoted his 1749 Traité des Systèmes to displaying the ‘inutility’ and ‘abuse’ of abstract 
systems, and to refute the systems of Leibniz and Spinoza. After that, he built a didactic 
Cours d’Études that, if adverse to abstract systems, was definitely rooted in a ‘theory of 
knowledge’; and Idéologie, the great programme for the reformulation of knowledge after 
the French Revolution, was deeply rooted in Condillac’s philosophy. More scholastically 
inclined than Condillac, Jacob Brucker’s Historia critica Philosophiae (1742-47) described 
the history of philosophy as the history of systems. Brucker made a distinction, for the 
classical age, between philosophia scientifica or theoretica and the more ‘simple, empirical’ 
forms (such as history and rhetoric). He then classified all modern philosophy as ‘eclectic’ 
– that is, as a combination and emulation of classical systems4 –  and treated first those 
thinkers who contributed to philosophy ‘in general’, who all get a chapter of their own, and 
then those who contributed to specific branches of it: moral and legal, natural, metaphys-
ical. The first group, that begins with Bruno and includes Descartes, Hobbes and Leibniz, 
get their ideas summed up at the end of their chapter in true scholastic fashion, in a list 
of theses; the other group, that only contributed to specific branches, includes figures like 
Grotius and Pufendorf (moral and legal), Galilei and Newton (natural), but also Spinoza 
and Locke (metaphysical). Brucker’s history, unmatched in length and depth by anything 
before or after until the end of the 18th century, functioned as both a model and a source for 
later histories of philosophy up to and including Hegel’s. That said, Kant indeed intended 
not just to propound a new system of philosophy, but to transform, demarcate, and eman-
cipate philosophy; and that transformation indeed took place.
Kant’s project for a ‘critical’ philosophy, though laid out in a notoriously dense and 
abstract jargon, is built on the quite clear and simple idea of a ‘Copernican turn’: reason 
should impose its laws upon the world and upon itself. Both our basic categories for un-
derstanding the world and the laws for guiding our conduct are not to be found in nature, 
or for that matter in some higher being; both the Ding an sich and the (in)existence of God 
are beyond our grasp. Therefore, we must learn to think for ourselves: sapere aude, dare 
to think, was the slogan by which Kant famously defined Aufklärung. But in order to do 
that properly, we have to define the limits of our understanding and the concepts which 
we employ. That is what Kant means by Kritik; it has no obvious relation to a philological 
concept of criticism, still less to a literary or aesthetic one.
3 Immanuel Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft (Riga: Hartknoch 1787 [1781]), Vorrede B XXXVI
4 The label stuck: it is used in the same sense in the histories of Adelung, Tiedemann, and Ellmann. Cf. 
Michael Albrecht, Eklektik: Eine Begriffsgechichte mit Hinweisen auf die Philosophie- und Wissenschafts-
geschichte (Stuttgart: frommann-holzboog 1994), § 44
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Kant presented his work as a revolution in philosophy, analogous to the revolution 
brought about by Bacon and Galilei in the study of physics. He does so only in the second 
edition of the Kritik der reinen Vernunft (1787) though; in the first edition (1781), the word 
‘revolution’ does not occur. Moreover, he argued that his Critiques supplied only the out-
line and principles of a future scientific philosophy:
In jenem Versuche, das bisherige Verfahren der Metaphysik umzuändern, und dadurch, 
daß wir nach dem Beispiele der Geometer und Naturforscher eine gänzliche Revolution 
mit derselben vornehmen, besteht nun das Geschäft dieser Kritik der reinen spekulativen 
Vernunft. Sie ist ein Traktat von der Methode, nicht ein System der Wissenschaft selbst; 
aber sie verzeichnet gleichwohl den ganzen Umriß derselben, sowohl in Ansehung ihrer 
Grenzen, als auch den ganzen inneren Gliederbau derselben.5
There was nothing new about his claim to elevate philosophy to the level of a science. 
Wolff, half a century earlier, had surtitled ten of his major works methodo scientifica per-
tractata. Kant, although he shared Wolff ’s idea of how philosophy should be done scientif-
ically, ruled out most of the subjects treated by Wolff as unamenable to such an approach: 
natural theology, ontology, cosmology, and ‘psychology’ (that is, the science of the soul) all 
end in irresolvable contradictions. Instead, Kant’s Critiques initiated a programme that can 
be summed up, in Dieter Henrich’s book title of 2004, as Grundlegung aus dem Ich.
Kant’s theory of knowledge starts from a distinction between two kinds of facts: an-
alytic judgements which are true by definition, and can be inferred a priori; and synthetic 
judgements which add new information, and are based on observation. Then there is a 
third, troublesome category of synthetic a priori judgements, which are not derived from 
observations but still create new facts, such as mathematical deductions and knowledge 
about the categories of the understanding. Kant then makes an analogous distinction in 
the history of modern philosophy between rationalist (Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz) and 
empiricist (Bacon, Locke, Hume) philosophies, and presents his own philosophy as the 
reconciliation between the two. 
The reception of Kant’s first Kritik was slow at first: it received only one review in the 
first three years after its appearance,6 which Kant rebutted with the shorter Prolegomena 
zu einer jeden künftigen Metaphysik, die als Wissenschaft wird auftreten können (1783). In the 
second half of the decade, the situation changed dramatically, partly because of Kant’s own 
relentless stream of publications, partly because his ideas were rendered more accessible 
in Carl Leonhard Reinhold’s Briefe, die Kantische Philosophie betreffend (serialized 1786, in 
book form 1790), partly because they ignited increasingly violent response from both ‘ra-
tionalist’ and ‘empiricist’ sides. The old guard of university-based Wolffian Schulphilosophen 
accused Kant of destructive skepticism; the other group of critics, mainly based in Berlin 
5 Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft, Vorrede B XXII-XXIII
6 Zugaben zu den Göttinger gelehrten Anzeigen, 19 January 1783, 40-48; reprinted as appendix II to the 
Prolegomena. To what extent the (anonymous) review was the work of its initial author, Christian 
Garve, and to what extent of the journal’s editor, J.G. Feder, became a matter of subsequent contro-
versy.
179
and Göttingen and committed to an eclectic, moderate Enlightenment Popularphilosophie, 
found Kant’s philosophy both subjectivist and dogmatically systematic.7 These paper wars 
were first fought out in tracts and learned journals like the Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek 
and the Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung; later they also led to the establishment of half a doz-
en specifically ‘philosophical’ journals in the years up to 1800.8
Kant’s claim to have revolutionized philosophy produced not so much general en-
dorsement as a general sense of crisis, further catalyzed by political developments in France. 
Few readers were ever really satisfied with his notions of a Ding an Sich, of synthetic a priori 
judgement, or of the self; but the idea that a philosophical revolution had been set in mo-
tion was widespread throughout the 1790s. Reinhold, his first great expositor, attempted to 
reduce Kant’s critical philosophy to a first principle; Fichte built a Wissenschaftslehre on the 
idea of an I that acts and determines; Schelling came up with a variety of systems aimed 
at the reconciliation of mind and nature, and spent the second half of his life complaining 
that Hegel’s dialectic was originally his own idea. In short, Kant’s revolutionary rhetoric 
gave rise to more revolutionary rhetoric, far beyond what Kant intended or would have 
perceived as proper philosophical science. Friedrich Bouterwek’s eulogy of Kant, a year 
after his death (1804), half-ruefully observes that Kant’s philosophy has ceased to be a 
Modephilosophie, and that it has paradoxically paved the way for new kinds of Schwärmerei 
which Kant had always been so anxious to avoid.
Aber angenommen ein Mal […], Kant habe mit der Riesenarbeit seines Verstandes nur 
menschliche Vorstellungsformen systematisirt, und zur Aufklärung der letzten Gründe 
des menschlichen Wissens wenig, oder nichts, beigetragen: so hat doch kein spekulieren-
der Kopf vor Kant an eine solche Art von System aller menschlicher Erkenntniß gedacht.9
Remarkably enough, the most epochal events from the 1780s to 1800s did not take place 
in the German-speaking intellectual centres, Berlin and Göttingen, but rather in the pe-
riphery. Kant remained in Baltic Königsberg for his entire life, and Reinhold, Fichte, and 
Schelling successively held professorships in Jena, previously a provincial university town 
that profited from the rule of an enlightened duke of Sachsen-Weimar and the patronage 
of his minister, J.W. Goethe. It has been argued, particularly by Dieter Henrich and Man-
fred Frank, that the initial development of German Idealism was not so much the work 
of individuals as of constellations of thinkers, mainly in their early twenties, moving be-
tween Jena, Frankfurt, Homburg, Heidelberg, Berlin, and Tübingen; and indeed the Early 
7 For the two sides of negative response to Kant, see Frederick Beiser, The Fate of Reason: German 
Philosophy from Kant to Fichte (Cambridge (Mass.) & London: Harvard UP 1987), chs. 6-7 
8 Eberhard, Philosophisches Magazin (1788-92), continued as Philosophisches Archiv (1792-95); Feder, 
Philosophische Bibliothek (1788-91); Abicht & Born, Neues philosophisches Magazin: Erläuterungen u. 
Anwendungen des Kantischen Systems bestimmt (1789-91), Jakob, Annalen der Philosophie und des philos-
ophischen Geistes (1795-97), Niethammer & Fichte, Philosophisches Journal (1795-1800); also see Hegel 
& Schelling, Kritisches Journal der Philosophie (1802-03)
9 Friedrich Bouterwek, Immanuel Kant: ein Denkmal (Hamburg: Hoffmann 1805), 28. Bouterwek, for 
good notice, does not self-identify as a Kantian.
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Romantics – a group that included Schelling, Schleiermacher, Novalis, and the Schlegel 
brothers – stressed the value of symphilosophieren.
The details of those successive systems and constellations need not concern us here. 
The question is, to what extent does the transformation of philosophy after Kant mark 
the introduction of a new style of reasoning, in philosophy and in scholarship at large? 
There are various ways in which it influenced other domains of scholarship, discussed in 
more detail at the end of this section. On a theoretical level, it introduced new candidates 
for truth-or-falsehood (while eliminating many others), furnished a replicable model for 
doing so, and changed the way in which scholars identified principles and used core con-
cepts like ‘critique’ and ‘objectivity’.10 But the analysis of ‘styles of reasoning’, as given in the 
introduction, is only partially applicable here: the kind of reasoning discussed here is not 
about arranging and evaluating linguistic and historical material and drawing conclusions 
from it, but about reasoning itself. Still philosophy is a form of reasoning – it is hardly any-
thing else – and there are different ways of doing it. Kant’s methodology and terminology 
were only partially new: his idea of mathematical rigour is not that of Spinoza, Leibniz, 
and Wolff, for Kant is consciously not using (quasi-) mathematical jargon,11 but even his 
neologisms are still formulated in the neoscholastic jargon of categories and distinctions. 
In that regard, the more idiosyncratic – but not less arcane – jargon of Fichte, Schelling, 
and Hegel, and the intentionally fragmented ideas of Schlegel and Novalis mark a larger 
break in style.
In the course of the nineteenth century, philosophy in Germany crystallized into two 
models: Kantian and Hegelian. Partly this is in agreement with Hegel’s own construction 
of the canon in his lectures on the history of philosophy, which present Fichte and Schell-
ing as intermediate steps from Kant to him while leaving all others out of consideration, or 
at best (in the case of Schlegel and Novalis) mentioning them in passing:
In der Kantischen, Fichte’schen und Schelling’schen Philosophie ist die Revolution als 
in der Form des Gedankens niedergelegt und ausgesprochen, zu welcher der Geist in der 
letzern Zeit in Deutschland fortgeschritten ist; die Folgen dieser Philosophien enthält 
den Gang, welchen das Denken genommen hat.
Fichte hat seine Zeit eine große Aufregung gegeben; und seine Philosophie ist die Voll-
endung, und besonders eine consequentere Darstellung der Kantischen Philosophie. […] 
Außer diesen und Schelling‘s gibt es keine Philosophien.12
The dichotomy between (neo)Kantians and Hegelians – the latter subdivided into con-
servative ‘old’ and progressive ‘young’ Hegelians – belongs to the period after Hegel’s death, 
but the leading thinkers during Hegel’s lifetime that are left out from his overview could 
10 Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York: Zone Books 2007), 30
11 Kant devotes a long section in the Kritik der reinen Vernunft to the difference between philosophy and 
mathematics (A 712-738 | B 749-766), and concludes that philosophy should not imitate mathematics 
either in its definitions or in its deductions. 
12 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der Philosophie (ed. Carl Michelet) 
(Berlin: Duncker und Humblot 1844 [1832]), Vol. III, 485, 553
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all be qualified as Kantians. Thus W.F. Krug, Kant’s immediate successor in Königsberg, 
suggested a more fundamental reconciliation of realism and idealism than Kant’s, through 
a synthesis of Sein and Wissen; J.F. Herbart outlined a ‘scientific’ psychology and peda-
gogy founded in an analysis of the basic conditions of knowledge; and J.F. Fries, Hegel’s 
rival for the chair in Berlin, wrote a Neue oder anthropologische Kritik der Vernunft (1807). 
More peculiarly, Arthur Schopenhauer, in spite of his current reputation as a pessimistic 
mystic, presented his own work as the proper continuation of Kantian philosophy; but 
Schopenhauer only rose to fame in the second half of the 19th century, and then mainly as 
an inspiration for artists and writers rather than as a model for scholars and academic phi-
losophers. All of them, at some point in their careers, waged polemics against Hegel, and 
sometimes also against Fichte and Schelling; but Fichte died early, in 1815, and Schelling, 
after 1803, was far away in Catholic Bavaria publishing almost nothing.
In many regards, Hegel’s philosophical system is a reversal of Kant’s. Where Kant 
draws categorical distinctions, Hegel states, in the preface to the Phänomenologie des Geistes 
(1807), that the road to knowledge always transgresses such boundaries.13 Kant adheres to 
an ideal of mathematical clarity, although he does not use mathematical jargon; Hegel, 
from the outset, distinguishes philosophical from mathematical reasoning, and dispels 
the latter as ‘unphilosophical’.14 Kant sharply delineates his ‘kritisches Geschäft’, consisting 
of the three Critiques, from the rest of his work, which is mere application; Hegel, on 
the other hand, has an inclusive conception of philosophy, or rather Wissenschaft, which 
encompasses mathematics, physics, logic, Geist, Recht, Weltgeschichte and more in his En-
zyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse (1817). However, this is not a 
return to an 18th-century eclectic conception of philosophy, but a Wissenschaft which has 
its beginning and end in Hegel’s all-encompassing Logik (1812-16).15 In Kant’s Kritik der 
praktischen Vernunft (1788), God becomes (or is reduced to) a morally regulative idea, and 
for his more radical followers, that simply meant that Kant killed God. Hegel, on the other 
hand, invokes an all-encompassing Geist or das Absolute, and integrates religion into his 
philosophy as an earlier stage in the self-realization of Reason through history. 
Hegel’s philosophy, like that of Schelling, is aimed at the reconciliation of oppositions 
that Kant presented as absolute: between subject and object, mind and nature. It is there-
fore generally classified as ‘dialectic’, although that is not a term he often uses.16 For Schell-
ing, the reconciliation has to be achieved partly through art, which is not just the product 
13 Hegel, System der Wissenschaft. Erster Theil: Phänomenologie des Geistes (Bamberg/Würzburg: Goeb-
hardt 1807), v et passim
14 Ibid., XLVIIIff
15 Hegel, Wissenschaft der Logik (Nürnberg: Schrag 1812-16), Vol. I, 6-18 (ch. “Womit muß der Anfang 
der Wissenschaft gemacht werden?“)
16 In the first chapter of the Phänomenologie, Hegel speaks of “Diese dialektische Bewegung, welche das 
Bewußtseyn an ihm selbst, sowohl als an seinem Gegenstande ausübt, in sofern ihm der neue wahre Ge-
genstand daraus entspringt” (p. 18); in the Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts, ‘Dialektik’ is defined 
as “Das bewegende Prinzip des Begriffs, als die Besonderungen des allgemeinen nicht nur auflösend, 
sondern auch hervorbringend” (Berlin: Nicolai 1821, p. 36). The scheme ‘thesis-antithesis-synthesis 
that is commonly attributed to him is not explicitly formulated anywhere in his writings.
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of the artist’s rational will but also of his natural genius, and partly through seeing nature 
fundamentally as an organic, self-organizing whole rather than as opaque, atomistic mat-
ter. For Hegel, the guiding idea is that reason has to recognize itself in the world: “Unsere 
Kenntniß soll Erkenntniß werden”, he wrote under his portrait by Wilhelm Hensel, in a 
rare act of self-mockery. Knowledge, according to Hegel, cannot be treated and formulated 
as an abstract given, since the abstract is empty; rather, it has to be continually achieved 
and enacted in an ongoing process of self-realization and self-determination. This is a pro-
cess that he identifies not just in the history of philosophy, but in history at large; after 1818, 
when he was appointed professor at the university of Berlin, he elaborated this view in his 
lectures on aesthetics, religion, universal history, and the philosophy of right. Of these, 
only the Grundlagen der Philosophie des Rechts appeared in book form in his lifetime. After 
he died in the cholera epidemic of 1831, a group of Freunde des Verewigten set themselves to 
editing his other lectures from his and his students’ notes, more than doubling the corpus 
of Hegel’s works.
One indication of the transformation of philosophy is the direct impact that Kant’s 
and Hegel’s work had on the historiography of philosophy. Already in Adelung’s popu-
larizing Geschichte der Philosophie für Liebhaber (1786-87), heavily reliant upon Brucker, a 
paragraph in the final volume is devoted to “Herrn Professor Kants Verdienst”. Reflecting 
on the current state of philosophy, Adelung notes that we still lack an appropriate (zweck-
mäßige) system of logic, one that stays within the domain of the knowable, and that meta-
physics is in a dismal state:
Die Metaphysik ist das Einzige, was uns von der Philosophie der Alten übrig ist, und auch 
dieses muß noch eingerissen werden, wenn wir uns einer wahren Philosophie der reinen 
Vernunft rühmen wollen. Doch vielleicht sind wir diesem Zeitpuncte näher, als man viel-
leicht glaubt, seit dem ein Mann von Herz und Kopf, Hr. Prof. Kant zu Königsberg, in 
seiner Kritik der reinen Vernunft, die Speculation mit ihren eigenen Waffen bestritten, und 
die Schwächen der metaphysischen Beweise aufgedecket hat.17
Adelung’s history is one that includes mathematics, physics, and cosmology under ‘philos-
ophy’; but at the same time, both at the beginning and at the end, he urges that the ‘philos-
ophische Geist’ of his enlightened century should not be confused with philosophy proper.
In J.G. Buhle’s Geschichte der neuern Philosophie (1800-05), Kant has become the ter-
minus ad quem. Buhle’s history was part of the colossal Göttingen Geschichte der Künste 
und Wissenschaften seit der Wiederherstellung derselben, and so it is first of all concerned 
with modern philosophy; after an introductory volume, it starts with the Renaissance, like 
all histories in that project. Modern philosophy proper for Buhle begins with Descartes in 
Vol. III, but all other three volumes treat of Philosophie des 18. Jahrhunderts bis Kant. A final 
paragraph in the penultimate chapter is devoted to Kant’s first critics and expositors, and a 
final chapter to Fichte, whose system according to Buhle collapses into solipsism.
17 Johann Christoph Adelung, Geschichte der Philosophie für Liebhaber (Leipzig: Junius 1786-87), Vol. III, 
454
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In the same years, Wilhelm Gottlieb Tennemann started publishing his 12-volume 
Geschichte der Philosophie (1798-1819), in which Kant is both the measure and the end 
point. Tragically, Tennemann died before he could finish the last volumes, which should 
have tracked the development of rationalism and empiricism in Germany until their recon-
ciliation by Kant, and after that, the various attempts in moral philosophy from Descartes 
to Kant.18 Throughout, his aim is “die Darstellung der Bildung und Entwicklung der Phi-
losophie als Wissenschaft”, more specifically as a science of Vernunft. For this Darstellung, 
Tennemann argues in his lengthy methodological preface, it is necessary to go straight to 
the sources, to render ideas “in dem bestimmten Geiste und Sinne ihres Urhebers”,19 but 
also to take into account the philosopher's life, his language, the political/moral/religious 
situation and the state of Wissenschaftliche Kultur. With these high demands, he finds all 
previous histories, including Brucker’s, lacking in ‘philosophical spirit’.
There is a direct link between the rise of the history of philosophy as a genre and the 
emancipation of philosophy as an academic discipline. Ulrich Schneider has described, 
in Philosophie und Universität, how courses in the history of philosophy became the core 
of the philosophy curriculum in the 19th century.20 Here Hegel is the canonical example, 
but not necessarily the most representative. His Kantian competitors Krug and Fries were 
writing and teaching their own histories of philosophy, and Schleiermacher, Hegel’s great 
opponent at the university of Berlin, made his own contribution to the history of phi-
losophy with a translation of Plato’s works that is still the standard German translation. 
Significantly, no less than seven histories of philosophy appearing from the late 1820s to 
the early 1840s have Wissenschaft or wissenschaftlich in their title: Erdmann (1834) attempts 
a wissenschaftliche Darstellung, Fries (1837-40) draws the progress of philosophy’s wissen-
schaftlichte Entwicklung, Krause (1829) publishes his lectures on the Grundwahrheiten der 
Wissenschaft, Sigwart (1844) presents it from ‘a general scientific and historical point of 
view’, and E.C.G. Reinhold (1828), Ritter (1828-30), and Chalybäus (1837) all address an au-
dience of wissenschaftlich Gebildete. On top of that, in the decades after Hegel’s death, there 
is a proliferation of lives of /monographs on great thinkers, publications that are often 
used to assert a neo-Kantian, young or old Hegelian standpoint and accordingly attacked 
from other sides.21 Thus, the emancipation of philosophy also gave rise to a particular genre 
of historiography, the main aim of which is to interpret and advocate philosophical ideas.
18 Wilhelm Gottlieb Tennemann, Geschichte der Philosophie (Leipzig: Barth 1798-1819), Vol. XI, iii-iv
19 Ibid., Vol. I, xl
20 Ulrich Schneider, Philosophie und Universität: Historisierung der Vernunft im 19. Jahrhundert (Ham-
burg: Meiner 1999), in particular pp. 119ff; also see Schneider, “Teaching the History of Philosophy 
in 19th-Century Germany”, in J.B. Schneewind (ed.), Teaching New Histories of Philosophy (Princeton: 
University Center for Human Values 2004), 275-295
21 The main authors in this genre are Kuno Fischer, whose Geschichte der neuern Philosophie (1852ff ) 
consists of a series of monographs from Leibniz to Schopenhauer; Rudolf Haym, who wrote books 
on Herder, Hegel, Schopenhauer and Die romantische Schule (1870); Wilhelm Dilthey, the biographer 
of Schleiermacher; and Karl Rosenkranz, who wrote six books on Hegel including a biography, as 
well as lectures on Schelling, a history of Kant’s philosophy, a critique of Schleiermacher, and a biog-
raphy of Diderot. In the 1830’s-40’s, apart from the works of Haym and Rosenkranz, there are mon-
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To what extent was the transformation of philosophy into an academic discipline and 
a ‘theory of knowledge’ an exclusively German phenomenon? Unlike Romanticism, it was 
not a European movement. Idéologues and Doctrinaires in France, Utilitarians and Com-
mon Sense Philosophers in England and Scotland were pursuing their own agendas, and 
metaphysical system-building or emancipation of philosophy as a university subject was 
not part of that. Sometimes, though, the work of Kant and his successors is used in these 
agendas. Idéologie, about which more below, had its own programme for re-organizing sci-
ence according to a theory of knowledge; and De Gérando’s Histoire comparée des Systèmes 
de Philosophie (1804) enlists Kant for that programme in first welcoming his work as the 
new great revolution in philosophy, and then reformulating it in De Gérando’s own terms.
Dugald Stewart, one of the dominating voices in philosophical matters in Britain as 
longtime professor of moral philosophy in Edinburgh, paints a bleaker picture of Kant 
– and Hume – in the second volume of A General View of the Progress of Metaphysical, 
Ethical, and Political Philosophy since the Revival of Letters (1821). Stewart’s ‘General View’ 
is a strongly programmatic and chauvinistic history of modern philosophy – not the first 
history of philosophy written in English, but definitely the first that develops an argument 
of its own. Published as a supplement to the Encylopædia Brittanica, it aims to fulfill a 
function comparable to d’Alemberts Discours Préliminaire – though Stewart disavows the 
kind of tableau offered there, and supplies instead something more like a ‘theory of knowl-
edge’ in Rorty’s sense. Bacon and Locke figure in it as the overtowering figures of the first 
and second phase of modern philosophy, and Thomas Reid’s common sense philosophy, 
for Stewart, marks the current high point. Kant, whom Stewart only knew through De 
Gérando and a sloppy Latin translation (since he knew no German), is put down as an 
overrated, incomprehensible skeptic who by the way thinks too highly of Hume.
Stewart is quite representative of the lukewarm reception of German thought in Brit-
ain. In the 1790s, Kant’s work had occasionally been discussed in the Reviews and Quarter-
lies and even been the subject of two introductions to his philosophy, but that discussion 
petered out in the early 1800s, partly as a result of prime minister Pitt’s laws and campaigns 
against spreading ‘seditious’ opinions.22 A 1797 translation of a selection of Kant’s writings 
speaks of
The revolution, which critical philosophy has occasioned in the manner of thinking in 
Germany, being the most remarkable, and, in point of tendency and influence on society, 
ographs on Kant by Beneke (1832), on Kant and Schleiermacher by Laviseur (1841), on developments 
since Kant by Chalybäus (1837), Mirbt (1841), Braniss (1842), Biedermann (1842), and Harms (1845), 
on Fichte by Fichte jr. (1830) and Busse (1849), on Schelling by Salat (1837) and Marheineke (1843), 
on Hegel by Bachmann (1833, 1835), Baader (1839), Lott (1844), and Karl Fischer (1845). Moreover, 
Schelling’s 1841-42 Berlin lectures, aimed to drive out the ghost of Hegel, incited a wave of tracts 
comparing Hegel and Schelling, or simply mocking Schelling.
22 See Giuseppe Micheli, “The Early Reception of Kant’s Thought in England, 1785-1805”, in G. Mac-
Donald Ross & T. McWalter (eds.), Kant and his Influence (Bristol: Thoemmes 1990), 202-313, par-
ticularly pp. 284-285
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perhaps, at the same time, the most beneficial, that ever agitated the commonwealth of 
letters;23
and offers itself, after a long exposé which presents Kant as an antidote to atheism, “to the 
instruction of mankind, and to the regeneration of philosophy in Great Britain.”24 But that 
book, although intended for a British audience, was printed in Germany, and apart from 
one review, it went completely unnoticed.25 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the most philosoph-
ical of the English Romantics, travelled through Germany in 1798-99. Two decades later, 
he held private lectures about the history of philosophy using Tennemann as a handbook, 
and introduced the work of Kant and Schelling in the course of elaborating a theory of 
literary criticism in Biographia Literaria (1817). But that, too, had little impact on scholarly 
and philosophical discussions in Britain.
For the French reading public, there were more influential cultural brokers. First there 
was Charles de Villers, based in Göttingen, who wrote Philosophie de Kant; ou, Principes 
fondamentaux de la philosophie transcendentale (1801) and dedicated it to the Institut Na-
tional. The Institut indeed discussed it in its 1801-02 proceedings, but Destutt de Tracy 
and Garat were less than receptive for this new ‘philosophical sect’.26 Then there was Ger-
maine de Staël, who spent ten years with August Wilhelm Schlegel during and after her 
rather luxurious Swiss exile at the Château de Coppet, and who perpetuated the image of 
Germany as the land of ‘Dichter und Denker’ in De l’Allemagne (1810/13). In 1815, Victor 
Cousin started lecturing on the history of philosophy at the École Normale Supérieure. In 
the following years he made several journeys to Germany in a kind of philosophical Grand 
Tour, meeting Hegel, Schelling, and the Schlegels. His own position, elaborated during 
those years, amounts to an eclectic ‘spiritualism’ that seeks to avoid both materialism and 
Christian/metaphysical dogma; and the history of philosophy became his main “instru-
ment de la science philosophique” in propagating it.27
Notre enterprise n’est donc seulement de renouveler l’histoire de la philosophie par 
l’éclecticisme; nous voulons aussi, nous voulons surtout, et l’histoire bien entendue, gràce 
à l’éclecticisme, nous y servira puissament, faire sortir de l’étude des systèmes, de leurs 
luttes, de leurs ruines même, un système qui soit à l’épreuve de la critique.28
23 Jakob Beck, The Principles of Critical Philosophy; selected from the works of Emmanuel Kant (tr. anon. 
[ John Richardson]) (London [Altenburg]: Johnson et al. 1797), vii
24 Ibid., lviii
25 René Wellek, Immanuel Kant in England, 1793-1838 (Princeton [Prague]: Princeton UP 1931), 15ff
26 Michel Espagne & Michel Werner, “Deutsch-Französischer Kulturtransfer im 18. und 19. Jahrhun-
dert: Zu einem neuen interdisziplinären Forschungsprogramm des C.N.R.S.”, Francia: Forschungen 
zur westeuropäischen Geschichte 13 (1985-86), 502-10: 505; Johan Heilbron, Het Ontstaan van de Sociolo-
gie (Amsterdam: Prometheus 1990), 189. Before his 1801 book, Villers already wrote a Notice on Kant’s 
philosophy and a summary of the first Kritik in 1798-99.
27 Victor Cousin, Du Vrai, du Beau et du Bien (Paris: Didier 1853 [1836]), “Discours prononcé à l’ouver-
ture du cours le 4 Decèmbre 1817”, 17
28 Ibid., 18
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Cousin was not alone in his eclecticism: Damiron’s Essai sur l’Histoire de la Philosophie 
Française au dix-neuvième Siècle (1828) puts most of his contemporaries – all those who 
were not Idéologues or reactionaries, and a few who were – in the école éclectique. But Cousin 
was particularly influential. Under the July monarchy, as professor at the Sorbonne, direc-
tor of the École Normale Supérieure, and (shortly) minister of education, he became one 
of the most powerful men in the French academic establishment; Friedrich Thiersch’s 1838 
report for the Bavarian government on the state of education in France complains about 
his all-pervading influence. With the rise to power of Napoleon III and the repressive pol-
icy of his minister of education, Hippolyte Fortoul, that ended; but the model of teaching 
philosophy as history of philosophy was by then firmly established.
There are several ways in which the transformation of philosophy influenced other 
areas of scholarship, although it is difficult to assess to what degree. First, in Germany, it 
was linked to an institutional shift in which the ‘philosophical’ faculty asserted equality to 
the other faculties, and thereby also created a basis for the professionalization of historical 
and philological scholarship within that faculty. That emancipation is the topic of Kant’s 
last published writing, Der Streit der Fakultäten of 1799. In reality, it does not seem to have 
been that much of a battle. In the debate surrounding the foundation of the university of 
Berlin a decade later, the memoranda of Fichte, Schleiermacher and Steffens already treat 
it as a fait accompli. Only the theological faculty effectively lost in standing; enrollments for 
law and medicine remained substantially higher throughout the 19th century.
Second, there is a direct link to a new concept of criticism, one applied to art and lit-
erature, that both informs and is informed by a new genre of histories of art and literature. 
What distinguishes that criticism from earlier writing about art and literature is that it 
treats its subject matter as something of philosophical interest in its own right, and there-
fore in need of elucidation. It is a concept of criticism that implies a distinction between 
‘true’ art, works of real significance, and the rest that is not; and it implies, in the second 
degree, that the critic is the one to decide, so that criticism is a necessary complement to 
true art. The direct link is not one of direct derivation: this concept is not to be found any-
where in Kant or Fichte, and fundamentally at odds with their conception of systematic 
philosophy, since it creates a continuum between literature and philosophy. Still, Schiller’s 
aesthetic essays of the early 1790s are unimaginable without Kant’s Kritik der Urteilskraft 
(1790), from which he borrows the concepts of the sublime and that of aesthetic judgment 
as the link between reason and the senses, and applies these concepts to poetry, theatre and 
‘aesthetic education’. A more radical version is to be found later in the decade in Athenäum, 
particularly in the “Gespräch über die Poesie” where Friedrich Schlegel suggests a ‘science 
of art’ that is itself poetical. Stripped of its metaphysical connotations, it is still a concept 
of criticism that is widely current. Its relation to scholarship, however, is permanently ne-
gotiable.
Third, there is an impact on scholarly ideals concerning the aims and ends of schol-
arship. Enlightenment scholars typically stress utility, and Idéologues and utilitarians still 
do. Kant, on the other hand, emphasized something different: self-determination. And 
so, in different ways, did most of his progeny. In Fichte’s Über die Bestimmung des Ge-
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lehrten (1794/1805) and Schelling’s Über die Methode des Akademischen Studiums (1804), 
the pursuit of learning as a way to self-fulfilment acquires metaphysical proportions, and 
in Hegel’s Phänomenologie, ‘Bildung’ is defined as that “Wodurch das Individuum Gelten 
und Wirklichkeit hat”.29 The notion of Bildung, however, is not an invention of German 
Idealism, and outside one chapter of the Phänomenologie and some passages in Herbart’s 
Pädagogik, it is not a key concept in it.
Fourth, there are two notions, sometimes intermixed, of organic and of historical de-
velopment. The first is a key tenet of Schelling’s Naturphilosophie as well as of Friedrich 
Schlegel’s ideas on language, and in one way or another, most German linguists of the 19th 
century believed that language was ‘organic’. There are, however, other – and older – sour-
ces for this organicism. The idea that living beings should be described from ‘vital’ princi-
ples or holistic ‘organization’ rather than from direct causation had been widespread since 
the 1760s; the mechanism of De la Mettrie’s L’homme machine was a minority standpoint. 
What Schelling’s Naturphilosophie did – and before that, Herder’s Ideen – was expanding 
that notion to a wider realm. The notion of historical development as guided by a Zeitgeist 
or ‘spirit of the age’, and/or driven forth by oppositions is intimated in Hegel’s lectures of 
the 1820s, and given a subversive twist in Feuerbach’s humanized theology and Marx’s po-
litical economy. But invocations of ‘the spirit of the age’ and of opposing historical forces are 
not per se  Hegelian,30 and there was not really a ‘Hegelian school’ in historiography, though 
Droysen was a student of Hegel’s.
What makes it difficult to determine the extent to which the transformation of phi-
losophy affected other areas of scholarship is not just the inherent vagueness of ‘influences’, 
but also that they are external influences: recurrent philosophical terms and themes rather 
than models for how to do research or structure a text. What one author perceives as a 
crucial philosophical underpinning need not be so for another author; and in the course of 
exaptation to historical and philological issues, the highly abstract philosophical concepts 
tend to get watered down. All the same, this should not be dismissed as theoretical win-
dow-dressing. What is common to the idea of a Kritik der reinen Vernunft, a Wissenschaft-
slehre and an all-encompassing Logik is the claim of philosophy as a model for reasoning, 
or rather a metamodel. But whether one wishes to adopt such a metamodel is optional.
Idéologie and the Reformulation of Knowledge
The Law on Public Instruction of 3 Brumaire, An IV (25 October 1795) contains six para-
graphs (titres). In the first four of these,  a complete national system of education is laid 
out, from base to top:  1. Écoles primaires, 2. Écoles centrales, 3. Écoles spéciales, 4. Institut 
29 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 436
30 The notion is fairly widespread in the early decades of the 19th century; the journal Geist der Zeit com-
plains in 1816 that “Unterdeß Tausende vom Zeitgeist reden”, without knowing what they are talking 
about ([anon.], “Rückblick auf die Vergangenheit, oder Übersicht der neuesten Begebenheiten in den 
Europäischen Staaten”, Geist der Zeit August 1816, 95-160: 101).
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national des sciences et des arts. The word ‘university’ does not occur in it. Instead, the third 
paragraph calls for the establishment of ten ‘special schools’ that supply higher education 
in specific fields: for instance, geometry, medicine, political science, and ‘antiquities’. In the 
fourth paragraph, the Institut national effectively takes the place of the old academies: it 
assigns 60, 36, and 48 seats respectively to the classes of Sciences physiques et mathématiques, 
Sciences morales et politiques, and Littérature et beaux-arts.31
The French universities died slowly between 1790 and 1795. Church property had 
been disowned, and theology education stalled; university lands had been sold off; the 
old laws had been declared null; the faculties of medicine had been replaced by medical 
schools, often in the same buildings; with the abolition of the guilds, the medical and 
legal professions had lost their privilege; the students had flocked to arms.32 A petition ap-
proved on 15 September 1973 that abolished them all was suspended the day after, leaving 
them undead for another year and a half; a later decree, preparing the Law of 3 Brumaire, 
erased their last remains.33 When the university was reinstated by Napoleon in 1808, it 
was in a completely different form. The fate of the academies was different. They had been 
closed by official decree in August 1793, as vestiges of royal patronage; but no matter how 
old-fashioned they had become even in the eyes of their defenders in the Convention,34 
they were still deemed worth reviving. The idea of bringing together leading scholars in a 
central institute still made sense, if for different reasons after Thermidor than under Louis 
XIV.
The law of 3 Brumaire was later called the Loi Daunou after its main author, national 
representative and historian Pierre Daunou, who had also edited Condorcet’s posthumous 
Esquisse d'un tableau historique des progrès de l'esprit humain at the behest of the Convention 
earlier that year. In terms of what it proposed, Daunou’s Law was not strikingly new. Parts 
of it had already been proposed before the Reign of Terror and the fall of Robespierre, in 
plans by Talleyrand and Condorcet. The first two paragraphs literally echoed projects and 
decrees passed in the past year – including the one that had marked the end of the univer-
sities – and the whole had already been outlined in the appendix of the new constitution. 
Like these earlier projects, it described a centralized base-to-top edifice of lower and higher 
education under state auspices; and what is more, this law came into effect. By that token, 
it also drew a distinction between secondary (Écoles centrales) and higher education which 
had not been separated that sharply before. And on the highest level, that of the Institut 
national, it turned the idea of a ‘social science’ into an institutional designation, and created 
the institutional basis for the educational philosophy called Idéologie.
31 In: James Guillaume, Procès-verbaux du Comité d’instruction publique de la Convention nationale, Vol. 
VI (Paris: Imprimérie Nationale 1907), 793-800
32 R.R. Palmer, The Improvement of Humanity: Education and the French Revolution (Princeton: Prince-
ton UP 1985), 105-106; Albert Duruy, L’instruction publique et la Révolution (Paris: Hachette 1888), 
55-67
33 Louis Liard, L’enseignement supérieur en France, 1789-1893 (Paris: Colin 1888), Vol. I, 184-189, 217-223
34 Cf. Françoise Waquet, “La Bastille académique”, in J.-C. Bonnet (ed.), La Carmagnole des Muses. 
L’homme de lettres et l’artiste dans la Révolution (Paris: Colin 1988), 19-36
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In the Rapport that preceded his law, Daunou indeed mentioned the precedent of 
Condorcet and Talleyrand. He compares Condorcet’s Tableau to an earlier great overview 
of learning, d’Alembert’s Discours Préliminaire to the Encyclopédie – and in calling it “un 
frontispiece aussi vaste, aussi hardi des connoissances humaines”, he implicitly depicts the 
education plan as a kind of national encyclopaedia, and specifically the Institut as a living 
one.35 In the Tableau, Condorcet had sketched how mankind had been led to enlighten-
ment through nine stages of development, and how, through general education, equality 
35 Guillaume, Procès-verbaux Vol. VI, 789
Image 23: Decree of 3 Brumaire An IV establishing Écoles primaires, Écoles centrales, 
Écoles speciales, and the Institut National (Archives Nationales, Paris)
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and le perfectionnement réel de l’homme could be spread further. Daunou, however, finds 
that Condorcet’s idea of public instruction is too much bound by respect for old forms, so 
that it comes down to a plea for a corporatistic, church-like edifice – that is, something like 
the old universities.36 Therefore Daunou, with some changes and additions, recommends 
instead Talleyrand’s earlier proposal for a group of national écoles spéciales consecrated to 
“l’enseignement exclusive d’une science”: they should lead to a distinct goal or profession, 
pursue rather than worship the sciences, and reduce the number of “hommes médiocres en 
tous les genres” in favour of those “supérieurs en un seul”.37
After arguing against worship, corporatism, and church-like edifices, it is odd that 
Daunou presents the fourth tier, the Institut national, as a sort of ‘national temple’ which 
emulates the old royal academies, and of which the members form “le corps répresentatif 
de la République des Lettres”.38 In most regards the Institut was the continuation of the old 
academies under a different name; but the hierarchy between its constituent parts was dif-
ferent, and the creation of the class of sciences morales et politiques marked a significant shift 
in the organization of knowledge both in nomenclature and in ideology. The ‘Classes’ were 
subdivided into ‘Sections’ with six seats each. The antiquarian and philological pursuits of 
the old Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres were now grouped together in the class of 
arts and literature; history, on the other hand, became part of the new class of moral and 
political science, together with sections for geography, political economy, moral science, 
science sociale et législation, and analyse des sensations et des idées. As things turned out, that 
novel ordering did not result in a drastically new style of writing history. Nor did it prove 
long-lasting: the system outlined in the Loi Daunou never functioned fully as a system, 
and the class of moral and political science was abolished again in 1803. All the same, the 
French educational reforms of 1794-95 and after were more far-reaching and supported by 
a much more elaborate ideological programme than the Prussian reforms of 1809-10. 
What ‘science sociale’ and ‘analyse des sensations et des idées’ were supposed to mean 
was an open question in 1795. The first existed only as a desideratum, formulated for the 
first time at the eve of the Revolution. Abbé Sieyès, in his widely read and impactuous 
pamphlet Qu’est-ce que le Tiers État of early 1789, had argued for a “veritable science de l’état 
de société” as part of his plea for a free society on the basis of an equal division of power.39 
Two years later, ‘science sociale’ entered the Encyclopédie Méthodique, the gargantuan suc-
cessor of Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, as part of the article Science.40 That 
article, in fact, was the literal reproduction of a tract De l’établissement des connoissances 
humaines et de l’instruction publique by the editor of that volume and member of the Na-
36 Ibid., 791. Condorcet had proposed to institute Lycées that could compete with ‘the great universities 
of England, Italy, and Germany’ (Guillaume, Procès-verbaux Vol. I (1891), 207); the Tableau only talks 
once about medieval universities, and Daunou does not use the word at all. Cf. Palmer, The Improve-
ment of Humanity, 121-129, 230-236
37 Guillaume, Procès-verbaux Vol. VI, 791
38 Ibid.
39 Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès, Qu’est-ce que le Tiers État?, ed. Abbé Morellet (Paris: 1821 [1789]), 151
40 Pierre-Louis Lacretelle, “Science”, in id. (ed.) Encyclopédie Methodique. [Section] Logique, Métaphy-
sique et Morale, Vol. IV (Paris: Panckoucke 1791), 735-777: 747
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tional Convention, Pierre Louis de Lacretelle. Part of a wave of tracts and pamphlets on 
public instruction, it argued that national education should also be social education, and 
that science humaine accordingly is the means to enlighten the nation; the first part of that 
science humaine should be the study of man in society, “proprement le science sociale, le 
science par excellence”.41 
As for the other new category, ‘analyse des sensations et des idées’, that basically stood 
for ‘philosophy’ in a restricted sense. The designation refers back to the philosophy of 
Condillac, whose work became the point of reference for all that was subsequently called 
Idéologie. Condillac’s Essai sur l’Origine des Connoissances humaines (1746) is a study of the 
relation between ideas and signs; for him, the basis of human knowledge is not so much 
in individual ideas as in the relation between them, and these links are brought about by 
language. As a preceptor to the Prince of Parma, Condillac later elaborated these ideas into 
a thirteen-volume Cours d’Études that included grammar, logic, and history (discussed in 
chapter 2). The Institut National posthumously published his Langue des Calculs (1798), 
in which he envisioned a mathematically clear human language that would make the rela-
tions between ideas a matter of calculation. One can see these ideas recur in the first prize 
essay contest written out by the class of moral and political sciences: its general theme was 
Déterminer l’influence des signes sur la formation des idées, and the first two questions ran,
1. Est-il bien vrai que les sensations ne puissent se transformer en idées que par le moyen 
des signes?
2. L’art de penser seroit-il parfait, si l’art des signes étoit porté à sa perfection?42
It was won by De Gérando, whose prize essay became the four-volume Des Signes (1800), 
by which he paved his way into the class of moral and political science, and established 
himself as a younger ally of the Idéologues.
The term Idéologie first appeared in Destutt de Tracy’s Mémoire sur la faculté de penser, 
read before the class of moral and political sciences and published in its first volume of pro-
ceedings (1798). In effect, the term was shorthand for ‘analyse des sensations et des idées’, 
which according to Destutt now was a field of study on its own. With the work of Locke 
and Condillac, he stated, the science of ideas was now no longer “une science hypothétique” 
founded on “suppositions frivoles” (p. 288); it was susceptible of the same degree of certi-
tude as the mathematical sciences; it was, moreover, “la première de toutes [les sciences] 
dans l’ordre généalogique” (p. 286); but it had not yet found its Newton, and it still needed 
a proper name.
On pourroit lui donner celui de psycologie. Condillac y parroissoit disponé. Mais ce mot, 
qui veut dire science de l’ame, parroit supposer une connoissance de cet être que sûrement 
vous ne vous flattez pas de posseder; et il auroit encore l’inconvénient de faire croire que 
41 Lacretelle, De l’établissement des connoissances humaines et de l’instruction publique (Paris: Desenne 
1791), 4, 50, 54. The other parts of Lacretelle’s science humaine are mechanics and physiology, the study 
of beaux-arts, and that of language and literature.
42 Mémoires de l'Institut national des Sciences et des Arts pour l’An IV. Sciences morales et politiques, Vol. I 
(Paris: Baudouin An VI [1798]), iii
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vous vous occupez de la recherche vague des causes premières […] Je préferois donc de 
beaucoup que l’on adoptât le nom d’idéologie, ou science des idées.43
One could see Idéologie as the French counterpart of Bildung; a notion which was shaped 
in the same period, which was equally linked to education reforms, and which likewise 
linked a metaphysical or epistemological account of the human faculties to a moral ideal of 
self-perfection. There are also differences, not just in content. Idéologie was a much more 
coherent programme. It was formulated by a group of likeminded people congregated at 
the class of moral and political sciences, with a five-volume Éléments d’Idéologie (1801-05 
/ 1815) by Destutt de Tracy to sum it up. His friend Cabanis, who had been trained as 
a medical doctor, filled several volumes on the integrated physiological, intellectual, and 
moral study of man; De Gérando wrote an ‘ideological’ history of philosophy and a treatise 
on ethnology; other prominent Idéologues included the economist Jean-Baptiste Say, the 
orientalist Volney, and Henri (Abbé) Grégoire, the advocate of language unification and 
black emancipation. Bildung, on the other hand, was always a notion at the margins of 
philosophy; it derives part of its meaning from early Romanticism and German Idealism, 
but it was rarely itself the subject of theory formation. Apart from a five-page unpublished 
sketch by Wilhelm von Humboldt, there was no work called Theorie der Bildung. More-
over, Idéologie was conceived as a subject in the secondary school curriculum, something 
that actually could be taught as a course: it figures in several educational plans of the late 
1790s, and Destutt de Tracy’s Éléments are addressed, in somewhat Cartesian fashion, to 
‘les jeunes gens’ whose minds have not yet been corrupted by wrong ideas. Bildung, in 
contrast, is something acquired through education rather than something taught. Also, the 
temporal order between ideals and reforms is almost the reverse: Idéologie was first for-
mulated as a programme in response to the need for developing a new national system of 
education, whereas most of the canonical texts from which Bildung derives its meaning 
date from before the 1809-10 Prussian education reforms. While Bildung remained the 
creed to which educated Germans were at least paying lip service well into the twentieth 
century, Idéologie enjoyed a less glorious afterlife. Napoleon, although most Idéologues had 
welcomed or even helped his coup, perceived their political philosophizing as a nuisance, 
and accordingly closed the class of moral and political sciences and sidetracked Destutt 
and Cabanis. Marx, four decades later, would give ‘ideology’ its current meaning by using it 
as a synonym for false political consciousness.
François Picavet, the first one to write their history, and Georges Gusdorf eighty years 
later, both deplore that the Idéologues have often been put down as thinkers ‘du deuxième 
plan’, of little originality, whose main achievement was to re-arrange and reformulate pre-
vious ideas.44 Destutt de Tracy, in the Éléments, presents himself as doing precisely that: 
he is, after all, writing a textbook. The first three volumes of the Éléments are effectively a 
43 Antoine Destutt de Tracy, “Mémoire sur la faculté de penser”, Mémoires de l'Institut Vol. I, 283-450: 
323-324
44 François Picavet, Les Idéologues; Essai sur l'histoire des idées et des théories scientifiques, philosophiques, re-
ligieuses, etc. en France depuis 1789 (Paris: Alcant 1891), vii-ix; Georges Gusdorf, Les Sciences humaines 
et la Pensée occicentale. Vol. VIII: La conscience révolutionnaire. Les Idéologues (Paris: Payot 1978), 21ff
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reformulation of the old trivium: idéologie proper as the science of the relations between 
ideas, grammaire générale as that of the expression of ideas, and logique as the purifica-
tion from false ideas. In the first volume, Destutt promises to bring order to the ideas of 
Condillac; and in the process of filling the gaps, it so turned out that “il y a dans cet écrit 
beaucoup plus d’idées nouvelles que je n’aurais voulu”.45 Likewise, the volume on grammaire 
does not offer a strikingly new analysis of grammatical phenomena in comparison with 
the general grammars discussed in chapter 2; but still Destutt sets his own grammar apart 
from that of Du Marsais, “le premier des grammariens”, and even from that of Condillac, by 
“commencer par le commencement”, that is, by consistently referring back to the relations 
between ideas.46
When it comes to the more utopian ideas of Condillac, Destutt tempers ambitions. In 
his posthumous Langue des Calculs, Condillac had argued that “une science bien traitée n’est 
qu’une langue bien faite”,47 and that a purified universal language could result in reasoning 
as clear as mathematics. In the last chapter of the Grammaire, Destutt admits that such a 
language would indeed be desirable, but that it would be ‘as impossible as perpetual mo-
tion’, both as a general language and as a langue savante.48 In the Logique, Destutt takes the 
issue of human perfectibility with regard to language and reasoning further. He concludes 
that human ideas will always be imperfect, because they are based on the comparison of 
current sensations with remembered ones, and motivated by desires; and that “calculer c’est 
raisonner, mais raisonner ce n’est pas calculer”.49 De Gérando, in Des Signes, arrives at the 
same conclusion: human improvement and self-improvement is to be achieved through the 
clarification of ideas, but the vernacular will always be a more natural means of expression 
than an artificial, rationalized language, and even in science there is too much necessary 
disagreement and elasticity to impose a fixed system.
If Idéologie was essentially a project of reformulation rather than a utopian scheme, 
it was still an ambitious one. De Gérando’s Histoire comparée des Systèmes de Philosophie, 
relativement aux principes des connaissances humaines (1804), is the most striking example: it 
reformulates the whole of Western philosophy in ‘ideological’ terms. De Gérando’s avowed 
aim is not to offer a narrative history, but rather a histoire inductive ou comparée of the 
march of the human mind, a work that is in itself un essai de philosophie expérimentale.50 Al-
though the title may be reminiscent of Condillac’s Traité des Systèmes, De Gérando rather 
aligns himself with Bacon’s idea of a ‘history of learning’; for while Condillac’s aim was to 
unmask philosophical systems not rooted in experience, De Gérando rather sees them as 
contributions to the search for the principles of human knowledge, which has been the 
motor of progress in philosophy ever since Bacon. The result is a hybrid work, a blend 
45 Destutt de Tracy, Éléments d’Idéologie, Vol. I (Paris: Didot An IX [1801]), 5
46 Ibid., Vol. II (An XI [1803]), 9, 12
47 Étienne Bonnot de Condillac, La Langue des Calculs (Paris: Houel An VI [1798]), 7
48 Destutt, Éléments Vol. II, 395, 406-407. Cf. James Knowlson, Universal Language Schemes in England 
and France, 1600-1800 (Toronto and Buffalo: University of Toronto Press 1975), chs. 7-8
49 Éléments Vol. III (An XIII [1805]), 553
50 Joseph-Marie de Gérando, Histoire comparée des Systèmes de Philosophie (Paris: Henrichs An XII 
[1804]), Vol. I, xxv-xxvi
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of histoire philosophique and historia literaria. Bouterwek and Tennemann, who were then 
halfway their own histories of literature and of philosophy, both praised its accuracy and 
grasp of modern German philosophy; Tennemann even translated it into German.51
The first part of De Gérando’s Histoire Comparée – that is, the first one-and-a-half 
of three volumes – is chronological: it begins with the Greeks and ends with Kant and his 
critics. De Gérando identifies three great reforms in the 17th century, associated with the 
work of Bacon, Descartes, and Leibniz; tracing the lineage of their respective schools, De 
Gérando divides the history of modern philosophy along these lines. In effect, this division 
reproduces Kant’s distinction between empiricism and rationalism, with the difference 
that De Gérando already sees Leibniz and Wolff as attempting a synthesis between the 
two. Otherwise, he concurs with Kant that these various lines end in seemingly irrecon-
cilable oppositions between dogmatism and skepticism, idealism and materialism;52 and 
therefore, a new revolution is needed, which is indeed marked by Kant’s critical philosophy. 
Unfortunately, De Gérando concludes, this philosophy has also given rise to a new wave of 
scholasticism and idealist speculation.
The second part of the Histoire Comparée rephrases this history in terms of an inves-
tigation into the origins of philosophical systems, and the causes of philosophical revolu-
tions. In successive chapters, De Gérando links the history of philosophy to that of the arts 
and sciences, he compares ancient and modern philosophy, he identifies a set of problems 
left open and a set of prejudices which have hampered the progress of philosophy, and 
he constructs a somewhat ideal-typical presentation of the positions reconciled by Kant: 
rationalism, dogmatism, idealism, materialism, skepticism, and empiricism. In the final 
chapter, De Gérando also sketches an alternative to the idealist tendencies in Kant’s phi-
losophy, that should provide a way out of the chaos that followed upon it. His proposal 
is to view Kantian ideas as ‘archetypes’ rooted in experience, rather than as transcendental 
entities; that would make all judgement based on them ‘hypothetical’, but no less valid for 
that. In short, he proposes to fulfill the Kantian revolution through a psychological, or even 
anthropological turn.
Perhaps the most radical project of reformulation was Cabanis’ Rapports du Physique 
et du Morale de l’Homme (1802). The basic idea was simple: one’s physical state affects 
one’s morals and opinions, and likewise one’s ideas and behavior affect one’s physical state. 
Accordingly, Cabanis sees the moral and the physical (medical, hygienic) improvement of 
mankind as two sides of the same coin, and in the first chapter, outlines a joint history of 
philosophical and medical ideas. In later chapters, he discusses the balance of the temper-
aments and Montesquieu’s ideas on the links between climate and character along with 
current insights into the structure of the brain and nerves. In the end, his aim is not moral 
51 Friedrich Bouterwek, [review of:] “Dégérando, Histoire comparée des Systèmes de Philosophie”, Göt-
tingische gelehrte Anzeigen 132 / 140 (18 Aug. / 1 Sep. 1804), 1305-18 / 1385-97; Wilhelm Gottlieb 
Tennemann (tr.), De Gérando, Vergleichende Geschichte der Systeme der Philosophie mit Rücksicht auf 
die Grundsätze der menschlichen Erkenntnisse (Marburg: Neue academische Buchhandlung 1806), Vol. 
I Vorrede
52 De Gérando, Histoire Comparée Vol. II, 181
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and physiological conditioning but self-knowledge and self-determination; a somewhat 
Cartesian-Kantian turn to the classical ideal of mens sana in corpore sano.
By the time De Gérando’s Histoire Comparée and the first three volumes of Tracy’s Élé-
ments d’Idéologie had appeared, the class of moral and political sciences had been abolished. 
Its members were redistributed over the new classes of physical and mathematical science, 
French language and literature, history and ancient letters, and beaux-arts; removed from 
active politics, they were relegated to prestigious and well-paid sinecures. On the whole, 
the Idéologues were pampered rather than starved by the new regime.53 At the time of Na-
poleon’s coup d’état, Destutt and other Idéologues were on a commission designing again a 
new curriculum for secondary education, in which sciences idéologiques, morales et politiques 
stood next to languages and exact sciences, as they stood in the Institut National.54 Their 
report was received lukewarmly, and by the time Destutt published the scheme as part of 
his Observations on public instruction two years later, it was a dead letter.
The university was reinstated in 1808, but now as a centralized state body. As R.R. 
Palmer aptly stated, “it was not a university at all in the sense then usual in Europe, or in 
France before the Revolution”.55 The Université Impériale was, to begin with, designed as 
one institution that covered not just higher education, but the whole edifice of primary, 
secondary, and higher education for the whole empire. Within that edifice, local university 
faculties would be grouped into ‘academies’ that also oversaw the lycées. As the Imperial 
Decree of 17 March 1808 rules, “2. Aucune école, aucun établissement quelconque d’in-
struction ne peut être formé hors de l’Université impériale, et sans l’autorisation de son 
chef.”56 It was not, manifestly, a research institution; the Institut, the Museums, the Col-
lège de France, and the School of Oriental Languages were not part of it. Outside the old 
French borders, it was only partially implemented in Belgium, Switzerland, and northern 
Italy. Renamed Université de France after Waterloo, it continued to hold its ‘monopole’ in 
France until 1850, and nominally existed until 1893/96.
The Université Impériale split up the old faculty of philosophy into faculties of Let-
ters and of Sciences. Literally speaking, one could take this as the institutionalization of 
the humanities on a university level; but only literally so. Letters and Sciences remained 
the ‘lower’ faculties, preparing students for law, medicine, and jobs as teachers; many of 
the professors doubled as lycée teachers, and the Letters curriculum consisted mainly of 
general overviews of history, philosophy, and French and ancient literature. 57 The new uni-
versity had very little to do with Idéologie. ‘Social science’ was not part of it; on the subject 
of (general) grammar, Napoleon even dictated a notice that “cette science, qui se confond 
53 François-Alphonse Aulard, Napoléon Ier et le Monopole Universitaire (Paris: Colin 1911), 131-136; Gus-
dorf, Les Sciences Humaines Vol. VIII, 325
54 Destutt de Tracy, Observations sur le système actuel d’instruction publique (Paris: Pancoucke An IX 
[1802]), appendix (‘Tableau du plan d’études des écoles centrales’)
55 Palmer, The Improvement of Humanity, 309
56 Quoted in Aulard, Napoléon Ier et le Monopole Universitaire, 170
57 Ibid., 330-9; cf. Fritz Ringer, “Education and the middle classes in modern France”, in W. Conze & J. 
Kocka (eds.), Bildungsbürgertum im 19. Jahrhundert. Teil I: Bildungssystemen und Professionalisierung in 
internationalen Vergleichen (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta 1985)
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avec l’idéologie, est encore dans une si grande obscurité, que la seule application utile qui 
en ait été faite est relativement aux sourds-muets”.58 Significantly, the Decree of 1808 rein-
stated academic degrees, making the baccalauréat mandatory for high school teachers and 
the doctorate for university professors, a year before laws to the same effect were passed in 
Prussia. By that token, the Université Impériale also became the exclusive system for the 
training of teachers, and of professors who taught the future teachers.
After the fall of Napoleon, the Idéologues continued their project of reformulation, 
but they could not regain political momentum. Destutt de Tracy finished his Éléments and 
argued in parliament for more education in the sciences, to no effect. Also, he published 
a chapter-by-chapter commentary on Montesquieu’s Esprit de Lois, essentially an update. 
He discards Montesquieu’s explanation of character through climate, replaces his ‘insuf-
ficiently elaborated’ concept of liberty with an ideological version, presents some novel 
developments in economic theory, and avers against Montesquieu’s distinction of different 
types of government that despotism is never a ‘principle’ of government, but rather a ten-
dency inherent in all types of government. Abbé Grégoire drew up a plan for reinventing 
an international Republic of Letters through a triennial international congress, far away 
from royal patronage and the academic despotism of the Institut; it fell rather dead-born 
from the press.59 De Gérando turned to propagating a philosophy of Christian charity, 
with more success at least in his popular writings. In Du perfectionnement moral, ou de 
l'éducation de soi-même (1824) he identified five stages to self-perfection, ascending from 
the vie sensuelle through the vie affective, intellectuelle, and morale to the vie réligieuse. Under 
the regime of Louis XVIII, he was able to push through his plan for the foundation of the 
École des Chartes (1820-21), a plan he had already proposed to Napoleon in 1807.60 Initially, 
it was not a success; it closed after almost three years for lack of students. After reopening 
in 1829, it became the central institute for the education of archivists and paleographers, 
and effectively the only historical research institute in France. Also, De Gérando started 
rewriting his history of philosophy. The second edition of 1822-24, in four large volumes, 
did not get beyond Scholasticism; four more volumes were published posthumously by his 
son in 1847, ending with a report on the state of philosophy that De Gérando had drawn 
up in 1808.
Of all Idéologues, Pierre Daunou retained a dominant position in French intellectual 
life longest. He became head of the national archives under Napoleon, then professor at 
the Collège de France during the Restauration, and then again head of the archives under 
the July Monarchy, all the while editing the Journal des Savants from 1816 until his death 
in 1840. He did not, however, use the archives as a site for historiography. Rather, he be-
58 Quoted in Aulard, op. cit., 124; the notice dates of 17 april 1807.
59 Henri (Abbé) Grégoire, Plan d’Association générale entre les savans, gens de lettres et artistes, Pour ac-
célerer les progrès des bonnes mœurs et des lumières [1816-7?], reprinted in Bertrand Plongeron (ed.), 
L’Abbé Grégoire et la République des Savants (Paris: CTHS 2001)
60 Martial Delpit, “Notice historique sur l’École royale des Chartes”, “Pièces justificatives”, Bibliothèque de 
l’École des Chartes 1:1 (1840), 1-42: 23ff; cf. Lara Jennifer Moore, Restoring Order: The Ecole des Chartes 
and the Organization of Archives and Libraries in France (Duluth: Litwin Books 2008), ch. 1 
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came the custodian of three kinds of literary, scholarly, and philosophical heritage of the 
18th century and the Revolution: through his editions of literary historians and poets he 
had known (La Harpe, Ginguené, Chénier), through reviving Maurist projects (Histoire 
littéraire de la France, Récueil des Historiens des Gaules et de la France), and through his lec-
tures, propagating a methodology that stemmed from the Maurists and a view of historical 
development derived from Idéologie. After he died in 1840, the Cours d’Études historiques 
were published in twenty prestigious volumes, unmatched by any more modern work of 
those decades as a tableau of historiography.
Bildung and the Prussian Bildungsreform
The consecutive French education reforms of 1794-1808 not only were much more radical, 
but also had much wider impact across Europe – at least initially – than the Prussian 
education reforms of 1809-10. Paris was still the centre of the learned world, and five times 
bigger than Berlin; France was conquering Europe, while the Prussian state was halved in 
size and practically bankrupt after the 1807 peace of Tilsit; the main reason for founding 
the university of Berlin was to replace the loss of Halle and five smaller universities to the 
French. As corporate bodies with their own jurisdiction, German universities had long 
enjoyed a certain degree of academic freedom, and the larger ones, under the rule of en-
lightened monarchs, already functioned as loci of research. In outline, the new university 
replaced Halle by emulating Göttingen, drawing inspiration from Jena. The most radical 
aspect of Humboldt’s reforms was not the structure of the new university, but the three-
tiered structure of Elementarschule, Gymnasium, and university, substantiated by setting 
the minimum age for university enrolment at 18. It was a structure much like that laid 
down in the Loi Daunou, except that the university itself was regarded as the main locus 
of research, with the fourth tier, the Berlin Academy, functioning more as a chambre de 
réflexion than as the apex of a pyramid. But this, too, was hardly radical: such a relation 
between university and academy already existed in Göttingen.
Some authors accordingly discard the idea that Humboldt’s reforms created the mod-
ern university as a myth. Rüdiger vom Bruch finds little that initially distinguished the 
Berlin university from other universities, and attributes its later dominance rather to ‘criti-
cal mass’ accumulated in the capital;61 Sylvia Paletschek finds nothing like a ‘Humboldtian 
university model’ spreading through Germany, but rather the further development of a 
particular German model of state funding, associate staff (Privatdozenten), and seminar 
teaching.62 Myth or not, the fact is that the formation of academic disciplines in the hu-
manities set in much earlier at German universities than elsewhere, and that there is a 
61 Rüdiger vom Bruch, “Die Gründung der Berliner Universität”, in R. Schwinges (ed.), Humboldt In-
ternational. Der Export des deutschen Universitätsmodells im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (Basel: Schwabe 
2001), 73
62 Sylvia Paletschek, “Verbreitete sich ein 'Humboldt'sches Modell' an den deutschen Universitäten im 
19. Jahrhundert?”, in Schwinges (ed.), Humboldt International, 75-104
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shift from French to German dominance in the learned world early in the 19th century. 
The process of discipline formation can already be observed in late 18th-century Göttingen, 
but it intensified and proliferated in the decades after the Bildungsreform. One possible 
explanation for both developments is that the concentration of scholarship at universities 
already before 1800 gave German scholars a head start, providing them with libraries and 
collections and facilitating a division of labour in an age when the amount of books in each 
particular field became too large for independent scholars to keep up with. But even if the 
Prussian Bildungsreform was not as revolutionary as the ‘Humboldt Myth’ purportedly has 
it, it does mark an important focal point in both developments, if only because it catalyzed 
public debate at a high theoretical level about the purpose and structure of higher educa-
tion, and because the university of Berlin attracted so many discipline-building scholars as 
professors.
From 1795 onward, the German universities were facing mass extinction. In 1789 there 
had been 35 of them; in 1818, 18 of these were left (and two new ones founded).63 Some were 
closed down by French invaders, first in the Rhineland (Mainz 1795, Cologne and Trier 
1798), then in the Kingdom of Westphalia (Halle, temporarily, 1806 and 1813, Helmstedt 
and Rinteln 1810, Wittenberg 1813). Others were formally shut down, merged, or moved 
elsewhere by the Prussian and Bavarian crown in a complicated series of territorial and in-
stitutional reshuffles – and also as a simple matter of budget cuts. Apart from Halle, most 
of these universities were rather small, with an average of 150 students, and of no academic 
prestige or at best with a more glorious past. Already in 1768, Göttingen theologian and 
philologist Johann David Michaelis complained that
…Deutschland mehr über ihre allzugroße Anzahl, als über Mangel zu klagen hat. Denn 
man kann wohl nicht mit Wahrscheinlichkeit behaupten, daß blos die Liebe zu den Wis-
senschaften grosse Herren bewogen habe, schwere Unkosten zu unternehmen, deren 
Bestreitung ihre Vorfahren den Nachbarn überlassen hatten; zumahl, da es die Wissen-
schaften einerley war, ob sie innerhalb oder ausserhalb eines mittelmässigen Landes ihre 
Schulen hatten, und da die so grosse Vermehrung der Universitäten wirklich kein Glück 
für die Wissenschaften, sondern ehe eine Hinderniß desselben gewesen ist.64
The Räsonnement über die protestantischen Universitäten in Deutschland (1768-76), which 
begins with this complaint, is one of the most elaborate contemporary sources we have 
on the state of German universities at the end of the 18th century. It gives an image of 
half-scholastic, guild-like corporations, enjoying their own jurisdiction and mainly based 
63 R. Steven Turner, “Universitäten”, in K.-E. Jeismann & P. Lundgren (eds.), Handbuch der Deutschen 
Bildungsgeschichte. Band III: 1800-1870 (München: Beck 1987), 221-249: 221-222. If you include the 
Austrian universities and Strasbourg, as Helmut Schelsky does (Einsamkeit und Freiheit. Idee und 
Gestalt der deutschen Universität in ihrer Reformen (Hamburg: Rowohlt 1963), 22), the total number 
before 1795 runs to 42, and the universities that vanquished were Strasbourg, Stuttgart, Cologne, 
Mainz, Bonn, Trier, Ingolstadt, Fulda, Bamberg, Dillingen, Altdorf, Paderborn, Helmstedt, Rinteln, 
Salzburg, Innsbruck, Frankfurt an der Oder, Herborn, Erfurt, Wittenberg, Duisburg, and Münster.
64 [ Johann David Michaelis], Räsonnement über die protestantischen Universitäten in Deutschland (Frank-
furt & Leipzig: s.n. 1768-76), Vol. I, 2
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in small towns, while at the same time receiving state funding and functioning as part of 
the economic policy and bureaucracy-building of their local monarchs. Publishing, at first, 
anonymously and (at least purportedly) outside Göttingen to avoid accusations of can-
vassing for his own university, Michaelis paints a strong contrast between, on the one side, 
the benefits that a good university brings to the economy as well as to the sciences, and, 
on the downside, dull and pedantic teachers, sale of doctorates, and student rowdiness. 
These clichés about pedantry and rowdiness definitely held true; but still the better Ger-
man universities, Michaelis proudly asserts, outshine those abroad, not because German 
scholars are better per se, but because they study “nicht blos als Stubengelehrte oder aus 
Liebe zu den Wissenschaften, sondern wirklich für ihre Lehrlinge, um ihren Vortrag mit 
den neuesten Entdeckungen zu verreichern”; and moreover, because of “die Freiheit der 
Studierenden selbst”.65 
It is essentially the same picture that is painted three decades later by Christoph 
Meiners in his tract Über die Verfassung und Verwaltung deutscher Universitäten (1801-02), 
except that Meiners has far fewer reservations in canvassing for Göttingen, and that at 
this point the system is in acute crisis. So Meiners starts by pointing out that all German 
universities, with the exception of Göttingen, have sunk deeply in the last decade, and es-
pecially in the past five years; further on, he recommends merging ailing universities, or if 
it is the only one in a smaller state, demoting them to ‘academies’ – i.e. in this context, pro-
fessional schools for one subject.66 But he does not come up with far-reaching suggestions 
for reform: a curriculum of medicine, law, theology, Weltweisheit, and history, supported by 
seminars, language teachers, observatories, dissection rooms, and botanical gardens, but 
above all by extensive and up-to-date libraries, is okay as it is. 
In the general history of universities he was publishing simultaneously, Meiners does 
take a wider look. In the first volume (1801) he spends fifty pages on the sunken state of 
learning and teaching in Oxford and Cambridge, then quotes at length from a critique 
of the Talleyrand plan, and translates the first three articles of the Loi Daunou. That cri-
tique was written by Isaac Haffner, a Strasbourg theology professor of moderate revolu-
tionary and liberal theological leanings, teaching at a half-German university on French 
soil. Haffner expressed even more emphatically than Michaelis several doctrines generally 
associated with the Humboldt reforms, like academic freedom, the unity of the sciences, 
and the unity of research and teaching. Thus the long passage quoted by Meiners begins:
Alle Wissenschaften hangen auf das genaueste zusammen, und leisten einander gegen-
seitig Hilfe. Eben deswegen muß man sich hüten, den Unterricht in den Wissenschaften 
nicht ganzlich zu trennen, weil die Einen immer alle übrige nöthig haben. Auf diese Art 
sind die berühmteste Universitäten Deutschlands eingerichtet. Die Trefflichkeit dieser 
Lehranstalten erhellt genugsam aus der Menge lehrbegieriger Jünglinge, die sich dort ver-
sammeln: aus der großen Zahl von Gelehrten aller Art, die täglich aus ihrem Schooße 
65 Ibid., Vol. II, 4, 10
66 Christoph Meiners, Über die Verfassung und Verwaltung deutscher Universitäten (Göttingen: Röwer 
1801-02), Vol. I, v, 35
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hervorgehen: aus den schnellen Fortschritte, welche die Wissenschaften in dem letzten 
halben Jahrhundert gemacht haben: aus dem freyern Gange, und der bessern Lehrart 
eines jeden Zweiges der menschlichen Erkenntniß: endlich aus den nützlichen Werken 
und Lehrbüchern, welche man über alle Wissenschaften geliefert hat. Auf diesen hohen 
Schulen sind weder Seminarien, noch Zwang und Zwangsgesetze: weder Aufseher, die 
den Professoren vorschreiben, was und wie sie zu lehren haben, noch harte Schulmeister, 
unter deren Ruthe die jungen Freunde der Wissenschaften zittern müßten.67
From this, Haffner proceeds – and Meiners concurs – that a centralized, compartmental-
ized system will be detrimental to the sciences, and to philosophy, philology, and history 
in particular. Meiners adds that the Loi Daunou, modelled on the Talleyrand plan, has 
been only partially implemented, but that it failed in particular on the level of secondary 
education. (He does not mention that it led to immense successes in physics, chemistry, 
and biology.) In the fourth and final volume, four years later, Meiners gets back to the issue. 
There, he unfavourably compares the French situation to the university reforms of Czar 
Alexander I, who founded five new universities in Russia during this period, as well as to 
the Cisalpine reforms, which left the extant institutions in Piedmont in place. The Russian 
reforms have another result: “Ganze Schaaren Deutscher Gelehrten ziehen nach Rußland” 
– and this, according to Meiners, is a good development, because the higher demand for 
German scholars improves their personal situation while pushing “die baldige Auflösung 
mancher veralteten, und schon lange absterbenden hohen Schulen” in Germany.68 Even 
mass extinction, for him, is hardly a reason for reforming the faculty system. In passing, he 
remarks that it would be better to split up the philosophical faculty into one faculty of phi-
losophy proper, physics, and mathematics, and one of history, old languages, and modern 
languages. But he argues against putting the philosophical faculty on a par with the others, 
since it still offers the basic courses, even if the disciplines within the philosophical faculty 
have now become Haupt-Wissenschaften in their own right.69
Both Michaelis and Meiners display a preoccupation with university statutes, regu-
lations, and privileges. With the French invasions, the Reichsdeputationshauptschluß of 1803 
and the dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806, many of these became nil, par-
ticularly those granting the universities their own jurisdictions. The abolition of the guilds 
was never as wholesale in the German lands as in France, but the net result was that the 
state-supported, guild-like, semi-scholastic universities of the 18th century became state in-
stitutions unambiguously. It is more than symbolic that Humboldt’s new university found 
its place in the heart of the Prussian capital, in a former palace at Unter den Linden, next to 
the arsenal and the Stadtsschloß. Public debate about the need for a university in the capital 
had already been initiated around 1800, before the loss of Prussian territory with univer-
sity towns made the need imminent. All early contributions to this debate had expressed 
67 Meiners, Geschichte der Entstehung und Entwickelung der hohen Schulen unseres Erdtheils (Göttingen: 
Röwer 1801-05), Vol. I, 325; the quote is from Isaac Haffner, De l’Éducation littéraire: ou, Essai sur 
l’organisation d’un établissement pour les hautes sciences (Strasbourg: Librairie Académique 1792), 16-7
68 Ibid., Vol. IV, 204-205
69 Ibid., 245-246
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reservations about “das, was man anderswo Universität nennt”70 with its ‘Zunftgeist’ and 
‘pedantische Prunk’,71 and stressed the advantage that Berlin had in already possessing 
an academy, botanical gardens, art collections, medical institutes, and well-furnished li-
braries.72
The foundation of the university of Berlin, then, can be seen as the focal point in the 
transformation of the German university model rather than as the invention of a new one. 
One salient aspect of that transformation is the shift from an encyclopaedic to a specialist 
model. In the first decades of the 19th century, many of the leading professors in Göttingen 
were engaged in encyclopaedic projects like Eichhorn’s Geschichte der Litteratur and the 
all-encompassing Geschichte der Künste und Wissenschaften; the staff of the new Berlin 
university, on the other hand, included discipline-builders and disciplinary role models 
like Wolf and Boeckh in philology, Niebuhr and (a decade later) Ranke in history, Hegel 
in philosophy, and Schleiermacher in theology. That, however, was an unforeseen effect 
of Humboldt’s ambition to get as many of the best as he could get rather than a part of 
his, or anyone else’s vision of the new university. More directly, the emancipation of the 
philosophical faculty led to the introduction of a new degree, the Philosophical Doctorate 
or Ph.D., which became the hallmark of these new academically trained specialists. Before 
that, only the higher faculties had awarded doctorates.
Another salient feature of the transformation of the German university is how it in-
tersected with the transformation of philosophy. The most obvious sign of this is the do-
minating presence first of Reinhold, Fichte, and Schelling in Jena, then of Fichte in Berlin 
during the founding phase of the university, and then of Hegel in Berlin in the 1820s. But 
it can be pinpointed more clearly by looking at the deliberations about the new university 
and their philosophical precedents. Memoranda by Fichte and Schleiermacher played an 
important role in these debates, if only because they were by far the longest contributions, 
and because Fichte’s was commissioned by Humboldt’s predecessor, and Schleiermacher’s, 
unlike most others, was published. These memoranda, in turn, can be seen as outcomes of a 
discussion on the role of Gelehrte and the proper Methode des akademischen Studiums from 
the standpoint of the new philosophy, a discussion that had been going since the 1790s.
Kant, in Der Streit der Fakultäten, had distinguished between members of the aca-
demic guild – that is, university professors – and zunftfreie Gelehrte who pursued learning 
at leisure, either within academies and learned societies or in a ‘learned state of nature’ as 
amateurs. Among the first, the Zunftgelehrte, Kant distinguished again between those in 
the higher faculties whose work was of direct interest to the government, because it con-
cerned the physical, civil, and spiritual well-being of the populace; and those in the philo-
70 Jakob Engel, “Denkschrift zur Errichtung einer großen Lehranstalt in Berlin” (1802), in Rudolf Köp-
ke, Die Gründung der Königlichen Friedrich-Wilhelms-universität zu Berlin (Berlin: Schade 1860), 147-
153: 151
71 Theodor Schmalz, “Denkschrift über die Errichtung der Universität zu Berlin” (1807), in Köpke, 
Gründung, 159-163: 160
72 Helmut Schelsky, Einsamkeit und Freiheit: Idee und Gestalt der deutschen Universität und ihrer Refor-
men (Hamburg: Rowohlt 1963), 48-54
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sophical faculty, “die mit dem wissenschaftlichen Interesse, d.i. mit der Wahrheit zu thun 
hat, [und] wo die Vernunft öffentlich zu sprechen berechtigt seyn muß”.73 Conflict between 
the faculties, in this division of labour, is a matter between Gelehrte that the  government 
should not meddle in. Since it operates in the interest of science, the philosophical faculty 
should be free to scrutinize the foundations of medical, legal, and theological teaching; and 
in particular, moral issues, as matters of reason, should be addressed philosophically rather 
than reduced to medical, legal, and theological issues.
Apart from again disavowing all appeals to any other authority than reason, Kant’s 
proposal for the emancipation of the philosophical faculty is far from radical: it leaves 
the academic guild structure in place as it is. Schelling, in his 1802 Jena lectures über die 
Methode des akademischen Studiums, comes up with a more radical version of essentially 
the same arguments. In defence of its autonomy, Schelling asks rhetorically: “Was mag das 
für ein Staat und was mag das für eine Religion seyn, denen die Philosophie gefährlich 
seyn kann?”74 Philosophy proper pertains to reason itself, and serves no other purpose 
than itself. But now it not only scrutinizes the foundations of other disicplines, it comes to 
realization through all other kinds of knowledge: 
Die Philosophie ist unmittelbare Darstellung und Wissenschaft des Urwissens selbst, 
aber sie ist es nur ideal, nicht real. […] Die reale Darstellung des Urwissens ist alles andere 
Wissen.
Es ist der Philosophie selbst, welche in den drey positiven Wissenschaften objektiv wird, 
aber sie wird durch keine einzelne derselben in ihrer Totalität objectiv.75
In other words, the other faculties become philosophy’s handmaiden. Schelling diverges 
further from the established hierarchy by adumbrating a Wissenschaft der Kunst, and by 
treating the study of physics and chemistry –  seen, of course, in the light of Naturphiloso-
phie – on a par with that of theology, law, and medicine. On the other hand, in Schelling’s 
scheme of things, history cannot be a science, at least not in the shape of either ‘prag-
matic’ history or Universalgeschichte, which both only concatenate contingent facts. Real 
(positive) sciences, according to Schelling, are “Synthesen des Philosophischen und His-
torischen”, and therefore neither philosophy or history itself can be one. 76 Instead, history 
should realize itself by turning into Art.
Neither Kant nor Schelling actively participated in the debates about the Prussian 
Bildungsreform: Kant was dead, and Schelling, after 1803, was in Würzburg and Munich. 
Fichte, on the other hand, was a loud presence on the Berlin scene, particularly with his 
lectures at the Berlin academy on the Grundzüge des gegenwärtigen Zeitalters (1804-05, 
published 1806) and the Reden an die Deutsche Nation (1807-08, published 1808). Already 
73 Immanuel Kant, Der Streit der Facultäten in drey Abschnitten (Königsberg: s.n. 1798), 8
74 Friedrich Schelling, Vorlesungen über die Methode des akademischen Studium (Stuttgart & Tübingen: 
Cotta 1813 [1803]), 103
75 Ibid., 152-153, 161
76 Ibid., 215. Note that this argument also implicitly rules out histoire philosophique as a contradiction in 
terms.
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a decade before that, in his 1795 Jena lectures Über die Bestimmung des Gelehrten, he had 
presented an even more radical version of Kantian rational autonomy. The highest aim of 
Man, Fichte argued, was ‘to be, what he is’, to attain “die vollkommene Übereinstimmung 
eines vernünftiges Wesen mit sich selbst”. In other words: “Alles Vernunftlose sich zu un-
terwerfen, frei und nach seinem eigenem Gesetze es zu beherrschen, ist letzter Endzweck 
des Menschen.”77 This aim, he added, was unattainable; but as a First Law of Mankind, it 
commanded that each should be given full and equal possibilities to realize his (there is no 
mention of her) rational self, that the State should aspire to make itself superfluous. Still, 
one could only realize one’s full potential by finding one’s position (Stand) in society, and 
the fullest self-realization, unsurprisingly, was in the position of the Gelehrter.
Although Fichte later shifted from a near-solipsistic rationalism to a pantheism in 
which God emanates through the Ich, his position remained unchanged in these three 
regards: that the highest goal is to subject everything to reason and thus to become one-
self, that all should be equal and free to pursue this, and that Gelehrte are more equal than 
others. In the Grundzüge des gegenwärtigen Zeitalters, he lays out a five-stage model of 
the emanation of Vernunft throughout history – a prop from histoire philosophique, but 
with new philosophical bearings. In the first stage, partly a somewhat Rousseauist state of 
nature, partly an idealized image of Hellas, all pursue their Vernunft instinctively; in the 
second stage they are subjected to (church) authority, and reason becomes the privilege of 
the few; in the third stage authority is thrown off, but reason gets lost in the clamour; in 
the fourth state, reason spreads in the form of Wissenschaft; and in the fifth state, life and 
the world are shaped accordingly.78 Fichte then asks whether we are already entering the 
fourth stage, or are still at the end of the third; Aufklärung, according to Fichte, is “durchaus 
negativ” and the Enlightened Gelehrtenrepublik only a self-propagating stream of opinion 
and compilation, Druckenlassen and Leserei.79 Man’s innate potential for reason can only 
be realized through self-awareness, individually through Bildung and collectively through 
Wissenschaft.
With such ambitions to inaugurate a new age, it is not surprising that Fichte’s memo-
randum for the Prussian ministry, Deduzierter Plan einer zu Berlin zu errichtenden höhern 
Lehranstalt (1807; first published 1817), turned out yet more radical than Kant’s Streitschrift 
or Schelling’s lectures, or than any previous proposal for a new higher institute in Berlin. 
Fichte ‘deduces’ that to unfold this Wissenschaft and Bildung, the university should be “eine 
Schule der Kunst des wissenschaftlichen Verstandesgebrauches”,80 that is, an academy 
in its own right, which enjoys complete freedom in complete isolation, and which treats 
science as an aim in itself, turns its pupils into wissenschaftliche Künstler, and instils them 
with a Liebe zur Kunst. Its curriculum should be primarily philosophical, providing an 
77 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Einige Vorlesungen über die Bestimmung des Gelehrten ( Jena & Leipzig: Gebler 
1795), 16-17
78 Fichte, Die Grundzüge des gegenwärtigen Zeitalters (Berlin: Realschulbuchhandlung 1806), 18-19
79 Ibid., ch. 6
80 Fichte, Deduzierter Plan einer zu Berlin zu errichtenden höhern Lehranstalt (Stuttgart & Tübingen: 
Cotta 1817 [1807]), § 5
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encyclopaedic view of “der gesamte wissenschaftliche Stoff, in seiner organischen Einheit”,81 
and secondarily philological; medicine should be based on natural science, and theology 
subsumed under a comparative Geschichte der Entwicklung der religiösen Begriffe. The for-
mer higher faculties, then, have no place in Fichte’s ideal university.
To make education truly ‘academic’, as Fichte intended it, it should be a dialogue. What 
professors should not do, therefore, is read out of their handbooks, and have their students 
write it down – “noch einmal zu setzen, was schon gedruckt vor jedermanns Augen liegt”.82 
This is essentially the same critique that Fichte previously gave of the text-recycling prac-
tices of the Republic of Letters. Strikingly enough, Schleiermacher makes exactly the same 
comparison in his competing memorandum:
Ein Professor, der ein ein für allemal geschriebenes Heft immer wieder abliest und ab-
schreiben läßt, mahnt uns sehr ungelegen an jene Zeit, wo es noch keine Druckerei gab, 
und es schon viel Werth war, wenn ein Gelehrter seine Handschrift Vielen auf einmal 
diktierte, und wo der mündliche Vortrag zugleich statt der Bücher dienen mußte. Jetzt 
aber kann niemand einsehn, warum der Staat einige Männer lediglich dazu besoldet, da-
mit sie sich des Priviliegiums erfreuen sollen, die Wohlthat der Druckerei ignorieren zu 
dürfen.83
Otherwise, Schleiermacher’s Gelegentliche Gedanken über Universitäten in deutschem Sinn 
(1808) are much more commodious reading than Fichte’s Deduzierter Plan – and much 
nearer to what the new university became. Schleiermacher defines the university as in 
between Schule and Akademie: it is at once Nachschule and Vorakademie.84 It is the place 
where the scientific talent and philosophical spirit proper unfolds, which is only prepared 
in the schools, and which is presupposed among the members of the academy. Accordingly, 
the academy should bring forth “nicht große, das ganze umfassende oder gar revolutionäre 
Bücher, sondern Sammlungen von Aufsätzen, welche einzelne noch unerforschte Gegen-
stände beleuchten”;85 the university, on the other hand, should provide a philosophical and 
encyclopaedic view on knowledge, instilled especially through seminars, and furnished by 
compendia and textbooks. Furthermore, since the unfolding of this talent and spirit cannot 
be forced, only guided, it should be granted that students have the right to wander, err, and 
waste their time – even with all the temptations for immoral conduct that Berlin had to 
offer. Many students, indeed, would turn out not possess a proper scientific calling, but 
would still acquire useful insights for their future careers. Schleiermacher’s ideal university 
is a lot nearer to reality than Fichte’s: it sets limits to the all-encompassing philosophi-
cal spirit, it does not cultivate that spirit in splendid isolation, it retains the vocational 
training of the other faculties, and it even crucially depends on textbooks and compendia. 
Schleier macher later set forth his opposition to the all-encompassing philosophical spirit 
81 Ibid., § 19
82 Ibid., § 2
83 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Gelegentliche Gedanken über Universitäten in deutschem Sinn (Berlin: Re-
alschulbuchhandlung 1808), 65-66
84 Ibid., 39
85 Ibid., 29
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in a different guise: when Hegel came to Berlin a decade later, Schleiermacher was his main 
opponent at the university from his inauguration until his death, and prevented him from 
becoming member of the academy.
In the years leading from the directive to found a new university (1807) to its actual 
foundation (1810), Fichte, Schleiermacher, and also F.A. Wolf were in open competition. 
They were each giving public lecture series at the Berlin academy, in what was effectively a 
proto-university, on philosophical, theological, and philological subjects; Fichte’s Reden an 
die Deutsche Nation were part of this series.86 Schleiermacher’s move to write and publish 
a memorandum of his own, after Fichte and Wolf had been commissioned to do so, must 
be seen as a manoeuvre in this private Streit der Fakultäten; it earned him an appointment 
as director of the Wissenschaftliche Deputation under Humboldt, after Wolf had declined 
for health reasons.87 Wolf, in his memorandum, came up with two much more practi-
cal, detailed proposals for a budget, curriculum, and proposed staff. Combined with the 
academy and the local facilities, he argued, the new university could be turned without 
much noise into “something similar to what the Institut National and École Polytechnique in 
Paris, together, could become” – Wolf preferred to speak of the whole as a ‘literary institute’ 
rather than a university.88 Fichte, although his name had been included on Wolf ’s list of 
recommendations for future chairs, reacted by denouncing Wolf in a letter to the minister 
for his lack of philosophischer Geist.89
With all this previous discussion in mind, it is impossible to see the new university 
as Humboldt’s brainchild. What Humboldt did – and that was no mean achievement – 
was to bring it together. Also, the notion of Bildung that is associated with his reforms 
was by no means his invention. In Humboldt’s thought, it is rather a blend of Kantian 
self-realization, Schiller’s aesthetic education, Herder’s anthropology, Goethe’s polymathy, 
Winckelmann’s hellenomania, Blumenbach’s Bildungstrieb, and a pinch of Schlegel’s ro-
manticism – and most of them already used that term. Humboldt’s more philosophical 
contribution – in works not yet written, or not yet published, at the time of the Bildungs-
reform  – was to integrate all that into a programme for the study of language, history, and 
the classics. Thus, in Über die Verschiedenheit des menschlichen Sprachbaues (1836), language 
study revolves around “Die Betrachtung des Zusammenhangs der Sprachverschiedenheit 
und Völkervertheilung mit der Erzeugung der menschlichen Geisteskraft”,90 both on the level 
of the individual and that of the cultural history of the nation. (More on that in chapter 
5.) In Über die Aufgabe des Geschichtsschreibers, first read before the Berlin Academy in 
1821, Humboldt urges the historian to go beyond the bare facts of history to describe the 
unfolding of “menschliche Individualität” and “Individualität der Nationen”, educating the 
86 Köpke, Gründung, 75-78, 141
87 Daniel Lechner, ‘Bildung macht frei!’ Humanistische en realistische vorming in Duitsland, 1600-1860 
(Amsterdam: Aksant 2003), 128-129
88 In: Köpke, Gründung, 154-159, 166-180: 157, 159
89 Ibid., 180
90 Humboldt, Über die Kawi-Sprache auf der Insel Java, nebst einer Einleitung über die Verschiedenheit 
des menschlichen Sprachbaues und ihren Einfluß auf die geistige Entwickelung des Menschengeschlechts 
(Berlin: Königliche Akademie der Wissenschaften 1836-39), Vol. I § 1, xviii
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reader in a more intimate way than through “einzelne Beispiele des zu Befolgenden, die oft 
irre führen, und selten belehren.”91 (More on that in chapter 7.)
What, then, does Bildung mean? Literally, it is the substantive of bilden, ‘to shape’, 
and that is how it still figures in Adelung’s Wörterbuch (Vol. I, 1774). In the pedagogical 
literature of the 18th century, it came to stand for education and formation. It drastically 
increased in frequency towards the end of the century, and from that period onward, there 
is a certain ambiguity in its use. Bildung can either refer to the practice of education and 
formation or to an ideal of it, with almost mystical connotations – just like Lumières or 
Enlightenment, in the 18th century, can mean simply the spread of knowledge or a larger 
emancipatory agenda. In its earliest attested (medieval) uses, Bildung already has some 
mystical connotations: imitatio Christi with Ottfrid of Weissenburg, shaping one’s soul 
with Eckhart, Suso, and Tauler.92 Unlike Lumières, and unlike Romantik, it has no cognates 
in other languages (Richard Rorty suggested edification). It is laden with almost exclusively 
German cultural references. With its emphasis on individual self-realization and authen-
ticity, it belongs somewhere in between Enlightenment and Romanticism. 
Moses Mendelssohn, responding to the same prize essay question Was ist Aufklärung 
as Kant, defined Bildung as a combination of Kultur and Aufklärung, in which culture was 
the more practical, enlightenment the more theoretical side. Mendelssohn began his prize 
essay with the caveat:
Die Worte Aufklärung, Kultur, Bildung sind in unsrer Sprache noch neue Ankömmlin-
ge. Sie gehören vor der Hand bloß zur Büchersprache. Der gemeine Haufe verstehet sie 
kaum. Sollte dieses ein Beweis sein, daß auch die Sache bei uns noch neu sei? Ich glaube 
nicht.93
Actually, Bildung was less new and less academic than the other two, which indeed only 
gained currency in the 1760s. Bildung had been the subject of popular tracts on the forma-
tion and education of taste, Verstand, heart and mind, humanity, children, young readers, 
teachers, aspiring theologians, young nobles, wig-bearers, army officers et al., not neces-
sarily aimed at the gelehrte Stände. There is no German exceptionalism in these tracts, 
nor in Mendelssohn’s essay; most of them fall under what we would now call ‘moderate 
Enlightenment’. The one less moderate exception is Herder’s 1774 Auch eine Philosophie 
der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit, which furiously attacks mainstream Enlighten-
ment thought as tepid and sterile. But Herder does not present Bildung as an alternative to 
Aufklärung; he doesn’t use the word Aufklärung. Bildung, hardly ever used without irony, is 
also the word for what he attacks.
91 Humboldt, “Über die Aufgabe des Geschichtsschreibers”, in Wilhelm von Humboldt’s Gesammelte 
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92 Rudolf Vierhaus, “Bildung”, in O. Brunner, W. Conze & R. Koselleck (eds.), Geschichtliche Grundbe-
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According to Reinhart Koselleck, Bildung is a more ‘open’ concept than Aufklärung, 
because it appeals to a wider range of human potentials, and emphasizes one’s self-reali-
zation as an individual rather than simple emancipation from ignorance and repression.94 
This is indeed how 19th century German scholars and Bildungsbürger saw it, but it is only 
one half of the story; Bildung also lays less emphasis on tolerance and equality, and it could 
easily be turned into a commodity. To be gebildet also meant to have read the modern and 
ancient classics, to go to the theatre and concert hall, to know Latin and Greek. There is a 
paradox inherent in the notion of Bildung that is already apparent in Schiller’s Briefe über 
die ästhetische Aufbringung des Menschen (1794). Responding to the horrors of the French 
Revolution, Schiller seeks for ways in which man’s nature can be brought into accord with 
reason, so that breaking man’s fetters will not simply release animal spirits. He finds such 
a link between reason and sense in art, in the free play of the human faculties, where the 
Spieltrieb and the Formtrieb are brought into accord. For Schiller, this was an earnest at-
tempt to combine the improvement of humanity with social critique, just like his plays 
(Wallenstein, Don Carlos, Die Räuber) narrate how society tragically turns virtue into evil. 
For the Bildungsbürgertum, the pursuit of Bildung rather served as an excuse to remain 
unpolitisch. The tragic result of Humboldt’s reforms is that the new educational system 
actually was less emancipatory for the lower classes than the 18th-century situation: making 
the Gymnasium Abitur mandatory served as a barrier.  
There is a further inherent tension within Bildung as an ideology and that is in the 
historicized and the idealized image of ancient Greece. Greek occupied a privileged posi-
tion as the largest share in the Gymnasium curriculum, and the Romantic self-image was 
built upon an idea of Germans as the Greeks of their time (with the conquering, decadent, 
half-barbaric French implicitly starring as contemporary Romans). German hellenophilia 
around 1800 remains something of a mystery in its intensity; Ellen Butler went as far 
as to call her 1935 study The Tyranny of Greece over Germany. The ‘second humanism’, at 
any rate, was never one of imitation and emulation. F.A. Wolf deconstructed the Iliad 
and Odyssey into works of multiple authorship, like Michaelis and Eichhorn had done 
with the Bible. August Boeckh analysed antiquity in cold economic term in reconstructing 
Die Staatshaushaltung der Athener (1817), and later used Egyptian, Phoenician, Hebrew, 
and Arab weights and coins to elucidate Greek and Roman measures in his Metrologische 
Untersuchungen (1838). Though a committed hellenophile, he had no patience for helle-
nomania: “Nur die Einseitigkeit oder Oberflächlichkeit schaut überall Ideale im Alter-
tum”.95 Friedrich Creuzer suggested that themes and figures in Homer and Hesiod could 
be traced to Oriental sources; Friedrich Schlegel shifted from the study of the Greeks 
to that of Sanskrit. Suzanne Marchand has shown, in Down from Olympus (1996), how 
the professionalization and institutionalization of philology increasingly ruled out such 
comparative speculations as Creuzer’s and Schlegel’s as unscientific, narrowing down the 
94 Reinhart Koselleck, “Zur anthropologischen und semantischen Struktur der Bildung”, in id., Begriffs-
geschichten. Studien zur Semantik und Pragmatik der politischen und sozialen Sprache (Frankfurt a.M.: 
Suhrkamp 2006), 116-117
95 August Boeckh, Die Staatshaushaltung der Athener (Berlin: Reimer 1817), Vol. II, 158
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study of antiquity to different specialist areas; and how, at the same time, the idealistic 
philhellenism of the founder generation became untenable in an era of archaeological big 
science.96 Those developments, however, had less impact on how the classics were taught 
at school; Wolf, Boeckh, Niebuhr, and Creuzer all consistently recommended a traditional 
humanist textual Gymnasium curriculum.97 So the tension did not so much disappear as 
shift to a different level.
Finally, there is similar tension with regard to art, which was at once an object of 
study and of veneration, and a cultural commodity as well. The institutionalized practice 
of aesthetic education cannot be dissociated from the cult of the genius – as far as na-
tional heroes were concerned, particularly the poet and the musical genius. With some 
exaggeration, one could speak of opium for the Bildungsbürger. One of the aims of Schil-
ler’s aesthetic education was to reconcile man with the limitations that come with find-
ing one’s vocation (Beruf) – but the genius, as a model of heightened individuality, is at 
once the superlative and the opposite of that. The tension is evident in the Altes Museum, 
Schinkel’s temple-like edifice in the heart of Berlin. According to Schinkel, it should serve 
primarily the aim “Im Publikum der Sinn für bildende Kunst, als einen der wichtigsten 
Zweige menschlicher Kultur, wo es noch schlummert, zu wecken”, by showing first of all 
the masterpieces that could speak for themselves, and only after that to provide specimens 
for the education of artists and for scholarly study.98 Art historian C.F. von Rumohr, com-
missioned by Humboldt to comment on Schinkel’s proposal and to advise on the arrange-
ment, specified that the main challenge was “den ästhetischen mit den historischen und 
systematischen zu verbinden”, establishing ‘points of influence’ between various schools 
rather than arranging them separately.99
The notion of the genius, defined by Kant as ‘the capacity to bring forth aesthetic 
ideas’ and later also applied, mutatis mutandis, to thinkers and scientists, was a remote 
figure for most 19th-century scholars. Outside the domain of music, it was a category 
mainly applied to the dead. Goethe was probably the only poet who was called a genius 
during his lifetime more than incidentally; Bouterwek’s obituary of Kant seeks to define 
‘Kant’s Genie’, much against Kant’s own definition of genius. As argued in chapter 1, most 
19th-century scholars were not outspoken romantics either. Early Romanticism was at least 
as much a scholarly as an artistic movement, but in spite of its contributions to linguistics, 
art criticism, and the study of literature, the pan-mythological research agenda of Early 
Romanticism could hardly have become ‘normal science’. Bildung, on the other hand, is an 
96 Suzanne Marchand, Down from Olympus: Archaeology and Philhellenism in Germany, 1750-1970 
(Princeton: Princeton UP 1996), ch. 2 (“From Ideals to Institutions”)
97 Bas van Bommel, Classical Humanism and the Challenge of Modernity: Debates on classical education in 
Germany ca. 1770-1860 (Berlin: De Gruyter 2015), 87-93
98 Friedrich Schinkel and Gustav Waagen, ‘Denkschrift an Altenstein’, included in: Friedrich Stock, 
“Urkunden zur Vorgeschichte des Berliner Museums”, Jahrbuch der Preuszischen Kunstsammlungen 51 
(1930), 205-222: 210. Cf. Theodore Ziolkowski, German Romanticism and its Institutions (Princeton: 
Princeton UP 1990), ch. 6, particularly pp. 319-320
99 Carl Friedrich von Rumohr, Drei Reisen nach Italien (Leipzig: Brockhaus 1832), 279, 285
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ideal that most German scholars adhered to as a matter of course, at least until WWII.100 
Not every German mandarin may have prided himself on his independent philosophical 
judgement and aesthetic taste, but they all had been through the Gymnasium and saw 
themselves as propagators of Kultur, even when they diverged from cultural conventions. 
Ernst Haeckel, the great biologist, outspoken racist, and advocate of Darwin, often quotes 
and refers back to Goethe to point out that knowledge of nature is also part of Bildung, and 
filled Kunstformen der Natur (1899) with his own highly aestheticized though scientifically 
accurate illustrations. Even Nietzsche, the scourge of all that the Bildungsbürgertum held 
holy, was a musically trained philologist, and his war against Kant, God, Truth, and phil-
istine values is a radicalized version of Bildung turned against itself rather than a dismissal 
of philosophical-aesthetic self-realization.
Bildung abroad: Comparative Reports and British Debates
The question is, to what extent is Bildung exceptional? Apart from Idéologie, there is no 
French, English or other European term of the same stretch with a comparable richness in 
associated concepts – and Idéologie never became a cultural standard. Nor did Coleridge’s 
notion of the ‘Clerisy’, which he introduced in 1829 in the course of debates on Catholic 
emancipation and national education. There are significant analogies between Bildung and 
Coleridge’s idea of the task of scholars and educators, but it was very much Coleridge’s 
own term, laden with Catholic connotations and personal idiosyncrasies. Stripped of its 
exclusively German cultural references, Bildung sums up quite adequately, or at least does 
not conflict with, the value system of most well-educated 19th century Englishmen as laid 
down in the Reviews and Quarterlies. But without these references, it is little more than 
classical humanism infused with 19th-century bourgeois culture, with some accents on an-
cient Greece and a more benign view on the Middle Ages.
There is, of course, more to be said about the varieties of educational ideals and cul-
tural values across Europe; but not all of it is relevant for understanding the transfor-
mation of the humanities. It is safe to say that there were no contemporary debates and 
developments with a comparable impact on scholarly practices and the self-conceptions 
of scholars as those in Germany and France. The greatest developments in terms of size, 
however, happened elsewhere, in Russia and the United States. There is no space here for 
a full international comparative overview – which is regrettable, because that is a signifi-
cant gap in the literature.101 Still, some more light can be shed on the German and French 
100 Cf. Fritz Ringer, The Decline of the German Mandarins: The German Academic Community, 1890-1933 
(Cambridge (Mass.): Harvard UP 1990); Georg Bollenbeck, Bildung und Kultur: Glanz und Elend 
eines deutschen Deutungsmusters (Frankfurt a.M.: Insel 1994)
101 Some overview is provided by the Quarterly Journal of Education, published between 1830-34 (10 vols.) 
by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge. For comparisons across Western Europe, also 
see Matthew Arnold’s 1868 report (discussed below). For the Russian situation, see James Flynn, The 
University Reform of Tsar Alexander I, 1802-1835 (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of Amer-
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Sonderwege, by comparing two French and Bavarian reports from the 1830s that discussed 
the situation on the other side of the Rhine; and by looking at related debates and develop-
ments in 19th-century England, in which Paris and Berlin are the great touchstones.
In 1831, Victor Cousin travelled through Germany again. This time he was not on a 
grand tour along German thinkers but on a government commission to report on the state 
of education in Prussia and Saxony. His somewhat chaotic report mainly deals with pri-
mary education, and the section on university education was never written, but he is con-
sistent in preferring the Prussian system over the French one. The Prussian and Saxon uni-
versities, he writes in the introductory travel account, profit from being state institutions 
because that assures their independence from local authorities, while they are not stifled by 
a National University under the aegis of a Grand Maître, so that the system has none of the 
French all-pervading “médiocrité intrigante”.102 Moreover, there is no need to uniformize 
them, since they already are strikingly similar across borders: “Qui connaît une université 
allemande, connaît à peu près toutes les autres”.103 The three-tiered hierarchy of ordinary 
professors, extraordinary professors and Privatdozenten assures that the latter will do their 
best to attract students and publish significant works, competing for tenure, while “il n’y 
a pas en Allemagne un seul professeur ordinaire qui ne soit un homme d’une célébrité 
plus ou moins étendue”.104 Cousin describes a gymnasium professor teaching Greek and 
Latin “avec netteté et solidité: il n'affectait pas de montrer une érudition archéologique ou 
philologique au-dessus d'un gymnase”;105 and he recommends a larger share for sciences in 
high school teaching, since the German example shows that letters and sciences comple-
ment each other rather than leading to a diluted knowledge of both.
Five years later, Bavarian philologist and educational mogul Friedrich Thiersch trav-
elled the other way to report on education in France. Although Thiersch devotes kind 
words to Guizot, then minister of education, he is as negative about French university edu-
cation as Cousin. While new laws of 1834-35 have introduced what Thiersch calls ‘das Ger-
manische Prinzip’ in primary and parts of secondary education, university education is still 
fragmented among regional departments, lacking in academic liberty, and lingering under 
episcopal control.106 Thiersch is almost obsessively harsh in his judgement on Cousin, who 
promotes uniformity and drill learning, treats his chair like a sinecure, and sits on all the 
committees so that he has to judge on his own conduct.107 Apart from Cousin, his other 
nemesis is Destutt de Tracy, who argued for a greater share of ‘realist’ subjects in education. 
Thiersch devotes seventy pages to parliamentary debates in which Destutt is pitted against 
ica Press 1988). The reception (or lack of it) of Humboldt in several European countries, Japan, China, 
and the United States is discussed in Part II and III of Schwinges (ed.), Humboldt International.
102 Victor Cousin, Rapport sur l’État de l’Instruction publique en quelques Pays Allemands, in Oeuvres Vol. 
III (Brussels: Hauman 1841 [1832]), 58
103 Ibid., 52
104 Ibid., 55
105 Ibid., 32
106 Friedrich Thiersch, Über den gegenwärtigen Zustand des öffentlichen Unterrichts in den westlichen Staat-
en von Deutschland, in Holland, Frankreich und Belgien (Stuttgart & Tübingen: Cotta 1838), Vol. II, 87
107 Ibid., 183, 252, 329
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Guizot and others on this issue; as a professor of Greek philology, Thiersch sides squarely 
with Guizot, who argued that the sciences pertain only to memory, while the study of dead 
languages develops l’intelligence et l’esprit.108 Still, his report has a conclusion quite close to 
Cousin’s: the unity of science (i.e. sciences and lettres) should be maintained as long as pos-
sible, and specialization enforced as late as necessary.
There is a link between the Prussian education reforms and the foundation of Lon-
don University twenty years later, arguably the most disruptive event in British higher 
education in the 19th century. Scottish poet Thomas Campbell first conceived of the idea 
when visiting the university of Bonn in 1820, two years after its (re-)foundation, to renew 
his acquaintance with A.W. Schlegel. When the idea had become a project five years later, 
Campbell travelled to Berlin “to test the German system by experiment”.109 Still what came 
out of it was not particularly German; also, perhaps, because it became less Campbell’s 
project and more that of a committee which included George Grote and James Mill.110 
London University was a private foundation, not a state institution; its educational for-
mat was lectures; it was not conceived as a research institute; initially, it did not award 
degrees. Its main distinctive feature, and the main reason for its foundation, was that it 
was a secular institution, while Oxford and Cambridge were committed to the articles of 
the Church of England and obliged its students to do so. Accordingly, London University 
enjoyed greater academic freedom and paid more attention to ‘realist’ subjects. It had, from 
the beginning in 1828, a Faculty of Engineering and none of Theology, and the Faculty of 
Arts included chairs in Philosophy of Mind and Logic, and in Political Economy.111
Incorporation, that is, official acknowledgement and the right to grant degrees, re-
mained a problem for London University, particularly for the medical faculty. From the 
beginning, London University met with opposition; the Duke of Wellington, with royal 
support, founded King’s College in 1829 as a conservative counterweight. But King’s Col-
lege, too, required acknowledgement; and it further undermined the Oxbridge duopoly by 
opening its doors to Catholics. Eventually, the two were accommodated as colleges within 
an overarching ‘University of London’, in which the original London University became 
University College London. It was a construct that struck at least one German commenta-
tor as similar to the Université de France,112 and to this day, London academic structures are 
almost as labyrinthine as those in Paris.
Coleridge’s On the Constitution of the Church and State (1829), in which he defines the 
notion of a ‘Clerisy’, falls in the same period; but although its title page offers it as “aids to a 
right judgment of the late Catholic Bill”, it is at times more concerned with the politics of 
108 Ibid., 254-324: 256. Ironically, Guizot took over Destutt’s seat in the Académie Française upon the 
latter’s death in 1836.
109 William Beattie, Life and Letters of Thomas Campbell (London: Moxon 1849), Vol. II, 443; Cf. Henry 
Hale Bellot, University College London 1826-1926 (London: University of London Press 1929), 1, 8-9 et 
passim.
110 Bellot, University College London, 26-32
111 Ibid., chart 1 and 5.
112 Victor Aimé Huber, Die Englischen Universitäten. Eine Vorarbeit zur englischen Literaturgeschichte 
(Kassel: Krieger 1839), Vol. II, 551; quoted in Bellot, op. cit., 248.
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Henry VIII than with the present. By Clerisy Coleridge means “the learned of all denom-
inations”, who should constitute a “National Church”.113 With regard to the interest of the 
Nation, the task of this learned estate is “to provide for every native that knowledge and 
those attainments, which are necessary to qualify him as a member of the state, the free 
subject of a civilized realm”.114 But as a universal Church, which abstains from all worldly 
power, its aim is to instil a deeper kind of learning; for civilization is “but a mixed good, if 
not far more a corrupting influence” if it is not “grounded in cultivation, in the harmonious 
development of those qualities and faculties that characterize our humanity” (his italics).115 
In short, Coleridge models his ideal of education after both the medieval monastic orders 
and the Republic of Letters, united in a body that is at once unworldly and in charge of 
national education. 
Coleridge does not mention any German authors in this particular text, and his ideas 
cannot be traced back to one specific source of inspiration; but it is a vision of scholars as 
the elect on a par with Fichte’s and Schelling’s, and the emphasis on cultivation as opposed 
to mere civilization reads like a German trope.116 Significantly, Coleridge puts the Clerisy “at 
the fountain head of the Humanities”, emphasizes the central role of philosophy, and rants 
against “the Mechanico-corpuscular Theory” and “the Ouran Outang theory of the origins 
of the human race”.117 His last work did not fall upon deaf ears. John Stuart Mill, in an 1833 
article in The Jurist on “Corporation and Church Property”, subscribes to Coleridge’s idea 
of national education that goes beyond basic instruction, while taking distance from “the 
most able and accomplished of the rising defenders of the Church of England”, who “have 
evidently issued from Coleridge’s school, and have taken their weapons chiefly from his 
storehouse”.118 Such ‘defenders of the Church of England’ included a diverse range of con-
servative reformists like Tory-turned-Liberal statesman William Gladstone, Christian so-
cialist F.D. Maurice, and Rugby School headmaster Thomas Arnold, who all wrote books 
about Church and State in the 1830s.119 But the ‘weapons from Coleridge’s storehouse’ were 
definitely double-edged, as Coleridge’s purist but heterodox ideal of the National Church 
was far removed from the existing Church, and his case for national education was rather 
that of the Church’s opponents. Though Coleridge was eccentric in sketching such a grand 
113 Coleridge, The Constitution of the Church and State, according to the Idea of Each; with aids towards a 
right judgment on the late Catholic Bill (London: Hurst, Chance &co 1830 [1829]), 47 
114 Ibid., 77
115 Ibid., 43
116 Cf. Ben Knights, The Idea of the Clerisy in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 1978), 
chs. 1-2
117 Coleridge, Constitution, 43, 48, 66-68. This was before Darwin; “the Ouran Outang theory” refers to 
Monboddo.
118 [Mill], “Corporation and Church Property”, The Jurist IV (Feb. 1833), 1-26: 25. Cf. Knights, Idea of the 
Clerisy, 156-7
119 Gladstone, The State in its Relations with the Church (1838); Maurice, Has the Church or the State power 
to educate the Nation? (1839); Arnold, Principles of Church Reform (1833). Influences on the Oxford 
Movement, which sought to bring back the Church of England to its Catholic roots, are less explicit. 
Cf. John Colmer’s introduction to Coleridge, Constitution (Collected Works 10; Princeton: Princeton 
UP 1972), lviii-lxviii
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vision, he was not alone; ten years later, in his lectures On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the 
Heroic in History (1840), Carlyle developed an even more sweeping, though more secular 
and less communitarian vision of ‘The Hero as Man of Letters’. Still, the general response 
to Coleridge’s essay is perhaps best summed up by a reviewer in The Eclectic Review, who 
found it more suitable as ‘aids to reflection’ than as ‘aids toward a right judgement’: “he dives 
deep, but comes up muddy.”120
Wilhelm von Humboldt’s name did not figure prominently in debates surrounding 
the foundation of London University. Neither did Humboldt care much about Oxbridge 
during his 1820-21 stay in London as Prussian ambassador.121 He is mentioned, without 
special emphasis, in Sarah Austin’s account of the Berlin university foundation in her His-
tory of Germany (1854) – the same author who had earlier translated Cousin’s report in or-
der to argue for public instruction in Britain. He is, occasionally, mentioned in the Reviews 
and Quarterlies for his linguistic work in the 1830s and onward – much less often than his 
adventurous polymath brother – but there is no lengthy discussion of his ideas before the 
translation of his early Ideen zu einem Versuch, die Gränzen der Wirksamkeit des Staats zu 
bestimmen as The Sphere and Duties of Government in 1854.122 The reception comes mainly 
from two figures from opposite sides of the British political spectrum: John Stuart Mill 
and Matthew Arnold.
Both were men of a ‘second generation’ in the most literal sense. Mill inherited the 
political and intellectual programme of liberal utilitarianism from his father and struggled 
all his life to escape its narrow confines, in pursuit of a more interesting idea of happiness, 
individuality and liberty. Arnold was the son of Thomas Arnold, the school and church 
reformer who put his holistic ideas of Christian education into practice as headmaster 
of Rugby School. For both Mill and Arnold, ‘Humboldt’ is synonymous to the pursuit of 
higher values, albeit different higher values. Humboldt is the overarching figure of Mill’s 
On Liberty (1859), in that its motto comes from The Sphere and Duties of Government:
The grand, leading principle, towards which every argument unfolded in these pages di-
rectly converges, is the absolute and essential importance of human development in its 
richest diversity.
Confusingly enough, Mill then introduces another first principle of his own, which is “that 
the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering 
with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection”123 – a principle com-
pletely in agreement with, but not literally derived from, Humboldt’s tract. In the text 
itself, Humboldt is only introduced in the third chapter, on ‘the elements of well-being’. 
There, Mill defends (national) education as a precondition of liberty with an appeal to 
120 The Eclectic Review 3:IV ( July 1831), 1
121 Cf. Marc Schalenberg, “Humboldt in Grossbritannien; oder: Was ein preussischer Gesandter an eng-
lischen Universitäten ausrichten kann”, in Schwinges (ed.), Humboldt International, 231-245, esp. 236ff.
122 Written 1792, first published entirely 1851. Tr. Joseph Coulthard, The Sphere and Duties of Government 
(London: Chapman 1854). Earlier, translated excerpts from his Briefe an eine Freundin had been re-
printed several times as Thoughts and Opinions of a Statesman in the popular Small Books series.
123 John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (London: Parker 1859), 21
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Humboldt’s doctrine – which “few persons, out of Germany, even comprehend the mean-
ing of ” – 
That ‘the end of man […] is the highest and most harmonious development of his pow-
ers to a complete and consistent whole;’ that, therefore the object ‘towards which every 
human being must ceaselessly direct his efforts […] is the individuality of power and 
development’.124
This ideal of individual self-perfection, as epitomized by Humboldt, is what Mill and Ar-
nold agree on; but while Liberty is the central notion of Mill’s text, that of Arnold, in 
Culture and Anarchy (1869) is Culture. Not that Arnold is against liberty; what he fears is 
anarchy, which is what liberty becomes without higher values. Culture, in Arnold’s defini-
tion, is a study of perfection; it is “the pursuit of sweetness and light … to make reason and 
the will of God prevail”.125 Humboldt, praised by Arnold as “one of the most beautiful and 
perfect souls that ever existed”126 is presented as the perfect example of this; he is the exact 
opposite of the philistine, the mechanically-minded, profit-oriented outgrowth of the mid-
dle class. Still, Humboldt’s idea of self-perfection is a bit too aristocratic for Arnold’s com-
munitarian tastes; Arnold opposes culture to upper class ‘barbarism’ as much as to mid-
dle class philistinism and the vulgarity of the populace. There is, of course, a deep-rooted 
elitism to Arnold’s idea of culture; Ben Knights pointedly comments that the opposite of 
‘philistines’ are the Chosen People.127 Still, Arnold presents culture as first and foremost a 
social idea, at once an antidote to destructive Jacobinism and a better version of Liberalism: 
…culture works differently. It does not try to teach down to the level of the inferior class-
es; it does not try to win them for this or that sect of its own, with ready-made judgments 
and watchwords.  It seeks to do away with classes; to make the best that has been thought 
and known in the world available everywhere; to make all men live in an atmosphere of 
sweetness and light.128 
Humboldt is not a pivotal figure in Culture and Anarchy as he is in On Liberty. Still Ar-
nold’s engagement with Humboldt goes deeper since he was also, besides a critic and poet, 
a school inspector, and the author of Schools and Universities on the Continent (1868). That 
book also begins with a quote from Wilhelm von Humboldt, that “The thing is not, to let 
the schools and universities go on in their drowsy routine; the thing is, to raise the culture 
of the nation ever higher and higher by their means”129 – and that is also the message of the 
report to the English reader. First of all, Arnold blames the English for their lack of proper 
124 Ibid., 103. The quotes are from The Sphere and Duties of Government.
125 Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy: An Essay in Political and Social Criticism (London: Smith & 
Elder 1869), 8, 47
126 Ibid., 138-139
127 Knights, The Idea of the Clerisy, 103-109
128 Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, 48-49
129 The English version is the motto; the German original, from a memorandum of 1809-10, is quoted on 
p. 177. Matthew Arnold, Schools and Universities on the Continent (London: Macmillan 1868). I have 
been unable to find the quote in Humboldt’s Gesammelte Schriften of 1841-52.
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statistics on education, as there are in France and Prussia. He has a mixed opinion on the 
French system – he even calls its overregulation an ‘excrescence’ – but he finds much to 
praise in special schools like the École des Chartes and the School of Oriental Languages, 
institutions which England, with its colonial empire and great past, is sorely lacking.130 
He is almost without reservations in his praise for the German system, which he indeed 
perceives as Humboldt’s brainchild – especially in its emphasis on science and learning as 
an aim in itself, and its combination of Lernfreiheit and Lehrfreiheit. “The French university 
has no liberty, and the English universities have no science; the German universities have 
both.”131 
Arnold also makes a few observations that are surprising coming from an Oxford 
Don and a Christian conservative. Although his ideas on realist and humanist high school 
curricula are roughly like those of Thiersch, he notes “a growing disbelief in Greek and Lat-
in, at any rate as presently taught; a growing disposition to make modern languages and the 
natural sciences take their place” in France as well as in Germany – and he compares it, not 
too nostalgically, with how flogging becomes obsolete.132 He almost regrets that Napoleon 
did not occupy England to modernize its laws and schools; “The great merit of the French 
Revolution, the great service it rendered to Europe, was to get rid of the Middle Age; very 
few Englishmen yet perceive even that.”133
That was 1868 – two years before the Franco-Prussian war that ended the Second 
Empire and capped the unification of Germany. In the interim, the French system had 
gone through several waves of reaction and détente but remained Napoleonic in outline. In 
Germany, already before the unification, there was so much student and staff mobility and 
so much similarity between the universities that they became almost like a decentralised 
Reichsuniversität.134 In Italy, Arnold notes, long-needed reforms were finally undertaken 
after the Risorgimento; in Switzerland, what he calls ‘intelligent industrialism’ rose to a level 
on a par with universities with the foundation of the Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule.135 
But the number of universities throughout Europe had not grown substantially since the 
beginning of the century; and the number of staff and students not quite as much as they 
would in the following decades.136 The segmentation and professionalization of scholarship 
after ca. 1870, partly due to this increase of scale, marks a transformation of the humanities 
in its own right; but that falls outside the scope of this study.
130 Arnold, Schools and Universities, 105-106
131 Ibid., 232
132 Ibid., 94-95
133 Ibid., 115
134 Friedrich Paulsen, Geschichte des gelehrten Unterrichts auf den deutschen Schulen und Universitäten 
(Leipzig: Veit 21896 [1885]), Vol. II ch. V.3; on p. 266, Paulsen states that “erst im 19. Jahrhundert ist 
der Austausch allgemein und regelmäßig geworden; alle deutschen Universitäten bilden jetzt Glieder 
eines einheitlichen Organismus”. 
135 Arnold, Schools and Universities, 174-182, 285-287
136 In both Germany and France, the number of students quadrupled from 1870-1910. Cf. Pim den Boer, 
History as a Profession: The Study of History in France, 1818-1914  (Princeton: Princeton UP 1998), 179
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5. The Entanglement and Separation of 
Linguistics and Philology
In the decades after 1800, the study of language changed shape. It changed so much that 
German scholars called it by a new name: Linguistik. Another name, philology, drastically 
expanded in meaning: previously applied only to the study of Classical texts, it now came 
to cover the study of vernacular and non-Western (mainly Oriental) language and litera-
ture at large, or more specifically of literature from a linguistic and historical point of view. 
That change conveniently coincided with the French and Prussian institutional reforms 
described in chapter 4, which aided the creation of chairs, institutes, and specialist journals. 
The change also came with revolutionary rhetoric, fierce critical dismissal of predecessors, 
and a new method of making language comparisons and etymological reconstructions. It 
partly followed upon, and partly brought about, a veritable information explosion on three 
levels: comparative overviews; the study of ancient Oriental literary, legal and sacred texts; 
and medieval literary texts in the vernacular coming to light or receiving renewed attention. 
If it makes sense to speak of a paradigm shift in the humanities around 1800, then, 
the changes in the study of language are the most outstanding example of it. But there 
are national varieties to this story. In the German lands, it was a story of self-conscious 
founder figures starting as independent scholars whose insights were then elaborated into 
handbooks; and it was mainly about Sanskrit, German, and Greek. In France, on the other 
hand, the study of language initially received much more state support, was concentrated 
in Paris, and covered a wider scope of languages. In Britain, or rather in British India, 
there was an early breakthrough in Sanskrit studies and then virtually nothing to follow 
up on that, though several scholars produced bombastic works with abortive revolutionary 
proclamations.1 In the Netherlands, previously leading in the field of classical philology, it 
simply was as a story of decline; in Denmark, on the other hand, Nordic studies prospered 
and gained international attention. The end result was the same everywhere: linguistics as 
a (somewhat scattered) university discipline, philology as a floating container concept, and 
1 Walter Whiter, Etymologicon Magnum (Cambridge 1800), set forth as Etmologicon Universale, or 
Universal Etymological Dictionary (Cambridge 1811-25); John Jamieson, Hermes Scythicus (Edinburgh 
1814); Alexander Murray, History of the European Languages (Edinburgh 1823). See below.
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a national canon that begins with the earliest medieval texts in the vernacular. The distinc-
tion that Grimm made between sprachkunde as the study of language for its own sake and 
philologie as the study of literature, as two complementary but divergent approaches,2 still 
obtains in most departments of modern language and literature nowadays.
This chapter is concerned with the study of language, and therefore more with lin-
guistics than with philology in the narrow sense. This is because the transformation of phi-
lology also has a historical side, which will be dealt with in the next chapter: the emergence 
of national histories of literature, the study of classical antiquity in historical context, and 
the discovery of ‘new’ ancient worlds in Egypt and Mesopotamia all present cases of what 
that chapter calls ‘new histories’. 
The term Linguistik was a German invention,3 but the transformation of philology 
was a transnational process. The number of scholars involved in it was not large in any 
country, and language study necessarily involved travel. Citation and criticism crossed na-
tional boundaries; in the editions of the Edda, the Beowulf, and the Roman de Rénart / 
Reineke Fuchs, there was even national rivalry and national appropriation involved.4 The 
term philology shifted meaning in all Western European languages.
The transformation of the study of language can best be observed along transnational 
paper trails. For instance, Adelung’s Mithridates (1806-17) emulates the language overview 
made by Hervás two decades earlier, and in turn is the main source for Balbi’s language 
atlas (1826). Grimm draws on insights from Rask and in turn is criticized by Rask in an 
English journal, where Rask compares his work infavourably to that of a Danish colleague 
while urging the English to make their own contribution to Germanic studies. August 
Wilhelm Schlegel formulates his language typology in a critique of Raynouard’s work on 
Provençal, and writes his Réflexions sur l'Étude des Langues Asiatiques (1832) in French so 
as to address a British audience.
The aim of the current chapter is to show both continuities and ruptures along the in-
tertextual threads. Partly it is a linear story of increasing insight through new information; 
partly it is a more circular story of how data accumulation leads to theory formation, which 
2 Jacob Grimm, Deutsche Grammatik, 3rd ed. (Göttingen: Dieterich 1840), xii. See below. Grimm does 
not capitalize nouns.
3 The first consistent uses of ‘Linguistik’ are in Michael Denis, Einleitung in die Bücherkunde (Vien-
na: Trattner 1777), Vol. II, 433-459, where it is a subsection of Philologie, and Hieronymus Andreas 
Mertens, Hodegetischer Entwurf einer vollständigen Geschichte der Gelehrsamkeit (Augsburg: Klett & 
Franck 1780), Vol. II, 232-274, where it is distinguished as a category from Philologie and Schöne Wis-
senschaften [‘Belles-Lettres’]. It has to compete in German with Sprachkunde and Sprachwissenschaft, 
neologisms of a few decades earlier. ‘Linguistique’ becomes common in French in the 1830s, ‘Linguis-
tics’ in English around 1860. George Marsh, for instance, distinguishes between philology and linguis-
tics in Lectures on the English Language (1860). ‘Linguist’, however, was used already in 18th-century 
English book titles. Cf. chapter 1.
4 For the Edda, see below. For Beowulf, see Tom Shippey, “The Case of Beowulf ”, European Studies 26 
(2008), 223-239. For Reynard the Fox, see Joep Leerssen, “A cross-country foxhunt: claiming Reynard 
for the national literatures of nineteenth-century Europe”, in P.J. Geary & G. Klaniczay (eds.), Man-
ufacturing Middle Ages: Entangled history of medievalism in nineteenth-century Europe (Leiden: Brill 
2013), 259-277
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in turn results in new data accumulation and the rejection of earlier collections; partly it 
is also a story of accumulation that leads nowhere, or of wrong ideas that still lead to valid 
insights. The implication of this view is that conceptual innovations are judged by their ap-
plication: a new idea should lead to new conclusions. Moreover, these conclusions should 
be reproduced and acknowledged; and they should also exclude certain conclusions. This 
is indeed what happens in the study of language after 1800. Etymologies and comparisons 
that were criticized as ‘speculative’ in the 18th century but were still candidates for truth or 
falsehood now come to be regarded, mainly in ret-rospect, as ‘pseudoscience’.
The Standard Account, laid down in handbooks and histories of the discipline since 
the 1850s, is that linguistics was born out of German Romanticism and the encounter with 
India, and brought to fruition by Bopp, Rask, Grimm, and Humboldt. Hans Aarsleff has 
been the most vocal critic of this view: he argues that historical-comparative linguistics 
was only one approach among others, and a rather limited one in its purely technical ap-
proach; from a more inclusive historical perspective, according to Aarsleff, the 18th-century 
tradition of ‘philosophy of language’ was more important for the further development of 
linguistics in the long run.5 More moderately, Pierre Swiggers and Piet Desmet have ar-
gued that linguistics progressed not by revolutionary breaks but in waves, by a process of 
sedimentation.6 Recently, Bart Karstens has argued that the formation of linguistics was 
not so much a radical break as a bricolage of insights from other fields: taxonomy from bot-
any, organicism from Naturphilosophie, historical development from hermeneutics, and the 
art of studying dead languages from philology.7 These reservations are disputable: ‘herme-
neutics’, around 1800, was not a field, and did not describe historical development; ‘organ-
icism’ was a central but rather elusive concept, and not much used outside Germany; the 
18th-century ‘philosophy of language’ that Aarsleff distinguishes from grammaire générale is 
in fact deeply interwoven with it. Even while taking these reservations into consideration, 
however, and without committing oneself to the Standard Account, historical-comparative 
grammar still can be plausibly regarded as a new style of reasoning, leading to new ways 
in which knowledge is gathered, organized, and presented; a style of reasoning, moreover, 
that could incorporate many kinds of language study that were not in themselves ‘histori-
cal-comparative’.
5 Hans Aarsleff, From Locke to Saussure: Essays on the study of language and intellectual history (London: 
Athlone 1982), Introduction, specifically pp. 5-6. Aarsleff lists Rudolf von Raumer, Theodor Benfey, 
Holger Pedersen and Vilhelm Thomsen as the perpetrators of the canonical view; but they were not 
the first.
6 Pierre Swiggers, “L’éviction de la grammaire générale par la philologie comparée: relations intercon-
tinentales, sédimentations mouvantes et rôle du français et des Français”, Travaux de Linguistique 33 
(1996), 69-90; Swiggers and Piet Desmet, “Histoire et Épistémologie du Comparatisme linguistique”, 
in G. Jucquois & C. Vielle (eds.), Le Comparatisme dans les Sciences de l'Homme (Brussels: De Boeck 
2000), 157-208
7 Bart Karstens, “Bopp the Builder. Discipline Formation as Hybridization: The Case of Comparative 
Linguistics” in R. Bod, J. Maat & T. Weststeijn (eds.), The Making of the Humanities. Volume II: From 
early modern to modern disciplines (Amsterdam: Amsterdam UP 2012), 103-127
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Language Comparison and Information Explosion
If you explain the formation of linguistics as the result of all the new information about 
non-Western languages accumulating in the late 18th century, the obvious question is: why 
not earlier? European overseas expansion had been going on since the late 15th century, 
and Jesuit missionaries took to compiling grammars and studying classical Chinese texts 
from the mid-16th century onward. The problem with Chinese, however, is not just that it 
is bears no grammatical relation to European languages, but that it had hardly any codi-
fied grammar at all, and so many characters that cutting Chinese type was not an option.8 
Knowledge of Chinese spread wide enough in Europe to inspire Wilkins and Leibniz 
to speculate on universal languages, and to cause the ‘Chinese Rites Controversy’ about 
the possibility of virtuous atheism, but it was not conducive to comparative grammatical 
analysis. The New World, on the other hand, could not provide a corpus of stable written 
text, let alone old texts that could carry philological prestige – partly because of the busy 
book-burning of the conquistadores. There were, as discussed in chapter 2, general theories 
of language, which supplied analytical categories to later linguists; but they remained, in-
deed, general. Oriental languages were studied either for theological or for colonial pur-
poses; the hypothesis that Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic were part of a distinct ‘Semitic’ 
language family was first formulated in the 1780s.9 In the comparative study of language, 
on the other hand, a veritable information explosion took place from the 1770s onward.
The first spark in that information explosion was the publication of Anquetil-Duper-
ron’s translation of the Zend-Avesta in 1771, already discussed in chapter 3. Here was a 
sacred text of considerable length and venerable antiquity, with no relation to Jewish-Chris-
tian-Islamic monotheism; enough to shock the learned world, and incite questions about 
its authenticity. These suspicions were not unwarranted; in the previous decade, the lit-
erary public had been divided over McPherson’s Ossian, and Voltaire and Anquetil had 
been deceived by a spurious manuscript of the ‘Ezour-Vedam’.10 Also, according to both 
his German translator Kleuker and his later defenders Rask and Burnouf, Anquetil’s 
translation was defective; with little knowledge of the language, he relied mainly on a 
15th-century Sanskrit translation and commentary. Thirty years later, his 1801 Upanishads 
or Oupnek’hat had far less impact; that translation, in turn, depended on a later Persian 
8 Cf. the prefaces of Joshua Marsham, Elements of Chinese Grammar (Serampore: Mission Press 1814), 
esp. p. vi and Jean-Pierre Abel-Rémusat, Élémens de la Grammaire Chinoise (Paris: Imprimerie Royale 
1822) for reflections on this problem and an overview and critique of earlier grammars, beginning with 
Varo’s Arte de la Lengua mandarina (1703)
9 Cf. Martin Baasten, “A Note on the History of ‘Semitic’” in M. Baasten & W.Th. van Peursen (eds.), 
Hamlet on a Hill (Leuven: Peeters 2003), 57-72
10 It was published by Baron de St. Croix in 1778 as L'Ezour-Vedam: ou, Ancien commentaire du Vedam, 
contenant l'exposition des opinions religieuses & philosophiques des Indiens (Yverdon: Felice). According 
to Urs App (The Birth of Orientalism (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania UP 2010), ch. 7), the text is only a 
half-fraud: it is the retranslation into broken Sanskrit by a French missionary of a 5th-century Bud-
dhist text on the Vedas.
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version, and was rendered in a botched Latin interspersed with Persian and Arabic words 
in which sentences followed the word order of his source text.
In 1784, William Jones, Chief Judge in Calcutta, set up the Asiatick Society. Partly his 
Sanskrit researches were driven by sheer philological passion; partly by a theological zeal 
for reconstructing a Universal Religion;11 partly by the very practical need of understanding 
the traditional legal codes of people that were being turned into British subjects. Jones’s 
fame now depends on having perceived the resemblance between Sanskrit, Persian, and 
European languages. The passage in which he does so has been quoted so often that it has 
a name of its own, the ‘philologer passage’:
The Sanscrit language, whatever be its antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more perfect 
than the Greek, more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either, 
yet bearing to both of them a stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and the forms 
of grammar, than could possibly have been produced by accident; so strong indeed, that 
no philologer could examine them all three, without believing them to have sprung from 
some common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists; there is a similar reason, though 
not quite so forcible, for supposing that both the Gothic and the Celtic, though blended 
with a very different idiom, had the same origin with the Sanscrit; and the old Persian 
might be added to the same family.12
Now these affinities had been noticed by missionaries in India from the late 16th century 
onward, and even the hypothesis of a common ancestor had been formulated 140 years 
before.13 On the level of theory formation, what Jones did was not innovative. Apart from 
the philologer passage, his Discourses for the Asiatick Society contain few reflections on 
language and many more broad cultural comparisons in search of the cradle of culture and 
religion. But while earlier Sanskrit grammars had at best limited circulation, and Sanskrit 
manuscripts collected in Rome and Paris mainly gathered dust, Jones set up a research 
team and started printing texts with Sanskrit (Devanagari) type. Even so, for scholars in 
Europe, grammars and Sanskrit texts remained scarce and expensive until the 1820s;14 but 
Jones’s translation of the Indian play Sakontala reached a broader reading public, especially 
when Georg Forster rendered it into German.
11 Urs App, “William Jones’s Ancient Theology”, Sino-Platonic Papers 191 ( July 2009)
12 William Jones, “The third Anniversary Discourse [On the Hindus], delivered 2 February 1786”, Asi-
atick Researches I (1787), 415-431: 422-423
13 Sylvain Auroux, “The knowledge of Sanskrit in Europe before 1800”, in S. Auroux (ed.), History of the 
Language Sciences, Vol. II (Berlin: De Gruyter 2001), 1156-63. The idea of a common ‘Scythian’ ances-
tor to European languages, as well as Persian (though with no mention of Sanskrit) is in Marcus van 
Boxhorn, Bediedinge van de tot noch toe onbekende afgodinne Nehalennia (Leiden: Vander Boxe 1647). 
After having made observations on language relatedness in the explication of a recently found Roman 
altar, he added a 150-page appendix ‘In which the origin of the Greek, Roman, and German language 
from the Scythian is clearly proved’. 
14 See for instance August Wilhelm Schlegel, “Über den gegenwärtigen Zustand der Indischen Philolo-
gie” [1819] in the first volume of his Indische Bibliothek (Bonn: Meyer 1823). The price of four different 
grammars then published so far stretched from 2 to 8 guineas (p. 9n). As late as 1830, only 10 text 
editions had come out from the Asiatick Society’s press.
222
Meanwhile unprecedented comparative projects were being undertaken in the 
1770s-80s. Peter Simon Pallas, a botanist working for Catherine the Great, compiled a 
comparative glossary of 150 words in all European and Asian languages as part of a large-
scale geographic and ethnographic description of the Russian empire. Lorenzo Hervás y 
Panduro, an exiled Spanish Jesuit in Rome, collated the findings of his fellow missionaries 
in South America with information from earlier language collections to make an overview 
of 300 languages as part of his 22-volume Idea dell’Universo. Antoine Court de Gébelin 
gathered samples of ancient alphabets for his Monde Primitif, and in the course of recon-
structing the ‘First Language’, came up with a classification of language families.15 All these 
projects had major defects: Pallas and Hervás made compilations of words and phrases 
without much analysis or attention to language structure, and Gébelin simply lined up signs 
that looked similar, in spite of his lengthy reflections on general grammar and the origin 
of writing. Still, comparisons had not been made on that scale before, and in his search for 
the First Language, Gébelin introduced a historical-comparative perspective that was not 
theological and gave no central role to Hebrew. Hervás later polished up his material in 
a Spanish translation, in which he argued for a “historia filosofica de las lenguas”;16 while 
Vater, Adelung’s continuator, collated the data from the Italian version with new informa-
tion from Alexander von Humboldt’s South-American travels. The work of Pallas was 
followed up in the 19th century by Julius Klaproth, who likewise travelled through Asia in 
the service of the Czar and compiled the comparative glossary Asia Polyglotta (1823). Fully 
aware of current developments in linguistics, Klaproth polemically argued that language 
comparison should start from the solid empirical basis of word matches instead of more 
speculative grammatical comparisons;17 and so he drew up huge tables in which Sprach-
stämme are grouped together in columns of the same words in different languages. 
Language study was not the main aim of the travels of Carsten Niebuhr in the Middle 
East (1761-67), Cook in the Pacific (three voyages, 1768-79), and Volney in Egypt and Syria 
(1782-85), or of the Napoleonic expedition to Egypt (1798-1801). But they all had impact on 
language study, if only because the accounts of Cook’s, Niebuhr’s, and Volney’s travels be-
came bestsellers, and the Description de l’Égypte included, among a wealth of archaeological 
information, copies of hieroglyph inscriptions and an almost life-size reproduction of the 
Rosetta Stone. Niebuhr’s expedition had departed with a questionnaire from Göttingen 
orientalist Johann David Michaelis, intended for the clarification of theological-philologi-
cal issues. Niebuhr, as sole returning survivor, duly answered these 100 questions as much 
as he could from the notes of his dead companions, and provided much more relevant 
information on the current state of the Middle East as well as images of Egyptian, Indian, 
15 Antoine Court de Gébelin, Monde Primitif analysé et comparé avec le Monde Moderne, Vol. I (Paris: 
Boudet et al. 1777 [1771]), ‘Plan Général’, 35-36
16 Lorenzo Hervás y Panduro, Catálogo de las Lenguas de las Naciones Conocidas (Madrid: Real Arbitrio 
de Benificencia 1800-05), Vol. I, 31
17 Julius Klaproth, Asia Polyglotta (Paris: Schubart 1823), x. Klaproth arranges languages by the nearest 
high mountain range, from which tribes would have descended after the deluge; moreover, he distin-
guishes between ‘general’ language comparison that distinguishes universal, antediluvian elements, 
and specific comparison between languages of the same family.
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and Persian antiquities, including inscriptions from Persepolis later used by Grotefend.18 
Volney, in a number of tracts and primers, championed the study of Near Eastern languag-
es for ‘philosophical’ rather than theological purposes, and drew up a system of phonetic 
transcription first for Arabic, and then for Oriental languages at large. Reinhold Forster, 
travelling with Cook, made a comparative vocabulary of Polynesian languages, later used 
by Adelung and Balbi.
Before the advent of historical-comparative grammar, the study of language was al-
ready moving towards discipline formation. ‘Linguistik’ occupies a chapter in Hierony-
mus Mertens’ outline for a Geschichte der Gelehrsamkeit (1780), ‘Sprachenkunde’ even a full 
volume in Eichhorn’s Geschichte der Litteratur (Vol. V, 1807). In Paris, already before the 
revolution, Sacy and his pupil Langlès were turning the study of Oriental languages into 
teaching material,19 and doing so with no institutional ties to theology. The National Con-
vention, although it closed the Academy for some years, created a new basis for this in 
the École des Langues Orientales, led by Langlès and later by Sacy. Langlès compiled and 
translated huge amounts of Arabic, Persian, and Manchu texts as well as relevant foreign 
publications; Sacy summarized Arabic literature, which he rated low in literary value, in 
a three-volume Chrestomathie (1806). In these decades, Paris was the centre of language 
study; for fifteen years, it was even the only place in Europe where one could learn Sanskrit. 
Chairs were created at the Collège de France in Chinese (1814) and Sanskrit (1815), held by 
two other pupils of Sacy. The requirement that each professor had to write a new grammar 
for the language he was teaching led to a re-assessment of previous grammatical writings; 
the best illustration of this is the preface to Abel-Rémusat’s Grammaire Chinoise (1822), 
which sifts out the rare texts on Chinese grammar then available, and proudly announces 
that
Les obstacles et les préjugés qui se sont opposés jusqu’ici aux progrès de la littérature 
chinoise en Europe, semblent diminuer de jour en jour; et l’on peut prévoir le moment où 
les uns se trouvant levés complètement, et les autres tout-à-fait dissipés, l’étude du chinois 
deviendra aussi facile que celle de toutes les autres langues orientales, peut-être même que 
celle de certaines langues européennes.20
Methodologically, though, the philological work at the École and the Collège was hardly 
innovative. Sacy, for instance, presented his Principes de Grammaire Générale as “un extrait 
des meilleurs écrits qui ont paru en France sur cette matière”,21 organized in a more didacti-
cally adequate format, but essentially derived from the Port-Royal grammar, Beauzée, and 
Gébelin. Idéologie, the ‘science of ideas’ as formulated by Destutt de Tracy, redefined general 
18 Johann David Michaelis, Fragen an eine Gesellschaft Gelehrter Männer die auf Befehl des Königes von 
Dännemark nach Arabien reisen (Frankfurt a.M.: Garbe 1762); the answers are in Carsten Niebuhr, 
Beschreibung von Arabien (Copenhagen: Möller 1772), xxxvii-xlvii. The Beschreibung only deals with 
Yemen and Oman, the original aim of the expedition; much more information is contained in the 
appended Reisebeschreibung nach Arabien (1774-78).
19 Cf. Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage 1979), 123-130
20 Abel-Rémusat, Élémens de la Grammaire Chinoise, v
21 Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy, Principes de Grammaire générale (Paris: Lottin 1799), avertissement.
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grammar without much affecting its structure. The identification of the building blocks of 
language was now presented as part of a much wider study of the ‘relations between ideas’, 
that covered the whole domain of sciences de l’homme; in this scheme, general grammar 
now became an abstract outline rather than a direct description of logical structures in 
language. All the same, the general grammar that figured as the second volume of Destutt 
de Tracy’s Élements d’Idéologie (1803) was fairly conventional, except that it culminated 
in a proposal for a universal simplified language, a kind of proto-Esperanto. Volney, in 
the Discours sur l’Étude philosophique des Langues (1819) which he read at the Academie 
Française four months before his death, sketched a history of linguistic thought which 
should culminate in that ‘philosophical study of language’. The data compiled by Pallas, 
Hervás, and Adelung, he argues, show that one can no longer view all languages as com-
ing from one source, and that language variety should rather be analyzed etymologically 
according to De Brosses’ principles for the mechanical formation of language.22 For the 
typological problems that emerge from language variety, his own Simplification des Langues 
Orientales and Alphabet Européen appliqué aux Langues Asiatiques are offered as part of the 
solution, a transcription system founded on ‘principles as clear as algebra’.23 Ultimately, it is 
a top-down model in which grammatical variety is studied for the sake of establishing, or 
rather corroborating the general principles of language.
Schlegel and Adelung: Die Gleichzeitigkeit des Unzeitgleichen
This work [On the Language and Wisdom of the Indians] became the foundation of the 
science of language. Though published only two years after the first volume of Adelung’s 
Mithridates, it is separated from that work by the same distance that separates the Coper-
nican from the Ptolemaean system. Schlegel was not a great scholar. Many of his state-
ments have proved erroneous; and nothing would be easier than to dissect his essay and 
hold it up to ridicule. But Schlegel was a man of genius; and when a new science is created, 
the imagination of a poet is wanted, even more than the accuracy of the scholar. It surely 
required somewhat of a poetic vision to embrace with one glance the languages of India, 
Persia, Greece, Italy, and Germany, and to rivet them together by the simple name of 
Indo-Germanic. This was Schlegel’s work; and in the history of the intellect, it has been 
truly called ‘the discovery of a new world’.24
Max Muller wrote these lines half a century after the publication of Über die Sprache und 
Weisheit der Indier (1808). It is probably the most outspoken statement that a revolution 
had taken place in linguistics, and particularly noteworthy for the comparison to Coper-
nicus, which his British audience may or may not have understood as a nod to Kant’s 
22 Constantin de Chasseboeuf, Comte de Volney, Discours sur l’Étude philosophique des Langues (Paris: 
Bauduoin 1820), § VI, particularly pp. 41-43
23 Ibid., 37
24 Max Muller, Lectures on the Science of Language (London: Longman 1864 [1861]), 168-169
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‘Copernican turn’. But apart from that, Muller was not saying anything new. At that point, 
the ‘science of language’ had become so firmly established that it required introductory 
courses, handbooks, histories, and general presentations for a wider audience; roughly the 
same story can be found in Steinthal, Benfey, or Delbrück.25 Bopp had already acknowl-
edged Schlegel as a founder in the English translation (1820) of Das Conjugationssystem der 
Sanskritsprache, albeit with more understatement (“Friedrich Schlegel justly expects, that 
comparative grammar will give us quite new explanations of the genealogy of languages”)26; 
when Pott, in the foreword to Etymologische Forschungen (Vol. I, 1833; p. xxiii) feels the 
need to deprecate Schlegel’s role to mere “ahnungsvolle Blicke”, he does so to lift Bopp out 
of Schlegel’s footsteps.
A revolution was also what Schlegel had intended to start with his work, although he 
intended quite a different one. He was a serial proclaimer of revolutions, scientific as well 
as cultural. In his first book, Über das Studium der Griechischen Poesie (1797), he had stated 
that, ‘now that Fichte has discovered the foundations of transcendental philosophy’,27 the 
classics could finally be read in the light of pure reason, and Greek antiquity perceived as 
an artistic, moral, and political whole. In his journal Athenäum (1798-99), he had given 
the Romantic movement its name. With Über die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier, his am-
bitions were even wilder. In the introduction, he expressed the hope that the study of 
Sanskrit would have the same impact as the study of Greek in the 15th and 16th century, 
“indem durch die wiedererweckte Kenntniß des Alterthums schnell die Gestalt aller Wis-
senschaften, ja man kann sagen der Welt, verändert und verjüngt ward“28 – in short, a 
second Renaissance. Linguistics were just a means to this end. In the chapters on Sprache, 
while pointing to India – erronously – as the source of the Indo-European language family, 
he also pointed to it as the source of an original, misunderstood Christian revelation, and 
a source for a spiritually rejuvenated Christendom. In the chapters on Weisheit – less read 
nowadays – he attacked the philosophical systems of his contemporaries in the guise of 
‘ancient Indian wisdom’. It is not hard to recognize Hegel in ‘die Lehre von zwei Prinzipien’, 
Schelling in ‘Pantheismus’. Probably Edgar Quinet acted more in line with Schlegel’s origi-
nal intentions than Muller or Bopp, though without mentioning him, when Quinet coined 
the phrase Renaissance Orientale.29
25 Heymann Steinthal, Die Classification der Sprachen dargestellt als die Entwicklung der Sprachidee (Ber-
lin: Dümmler 1850), 5; Theodor Benfey, Geschichte der Sprachwissenschaft und Orientalischen Philologie 
in Deutschland (München: Cotta 1869), 359-396; Bert Delbrück, Einleitung in das Studium der Indog-
ermanischen Sprachen (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel 1919 [1880]), 45
26 Franz Bopp, “Analytical Comparison of the Sanskrit, Greek, Latin and Teutonic Languages”, Annals 
of Oriental Literature Vol. I (1820), 2
27 Friedrich Schlegel, Über das Studium der Griechischen Poesie, in: Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe 
Vol. I: Studien des Klassischen Altertums (ed. Ernst Behler) (Schöningh, Paderborn 1979), 217-367: 
357-358
28 Schlegel, Über die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier: Ein Beitrag zur Begründung der Alterthumskunde 
(Heidelberg: Mohr & Zimmer 1808), x
29 Edgar Quinet, “De la Renaissance Orientale”, Revue des Deux Mondes 28 (1841), 112-130
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All the same, Schlegel’s proclamations had a high success rate. He cannot be said 
to have invented Alterthumskunde, but his ‘contribution to the foundation of Alterthums-
kunde’ is remarkable as an anticipation of its subsequent rise as a discipline. It was largely 
ignored in the further development of the field, and the Geschichte der Poesie der Griechen 
und Römer that he began along its lines stopped after the first volume (1798). But the 
programme he outlined for an integrative philology was fulfilled in several respects by the 
work of K.O. Müller and August Boeckh, which represented a contextualist Sachphilologie 
that eventually came to predominate over the Wortphilologie represented by Wolf and Her-
mann; and Alterthumskunde at large became one of the most successful 19th century Ger-
man academic export products.30 Last but not least, Schlegel’s work is the first to explicitly 
align Alterthumskunde with the notion of Bildung, a term which recurs every few pages 
in Über das Studium. As for the phrase Romantik, that was probably the most successful 
neologism of the 19th century. Schlegel’s own achievements as a poet and novelist were less 
than impressive, but in claiming a central role for the (literary) critic – as someone who ‘ful-
filled’ literary works that were in themselves never definitive – he shaped, together with his 
brother August Wilhelm, what Pierre Bourdieu later called the ‘literary field’, long before 
Sainte-Beuve did the same in Paris.
Über die  Sprache und Weisheit der Indier is a strange book even by early 19th-century 
standards. Originally, Schlegel had intended to compile a ‘chrestomathy’, that is, a primer 
with interlinear reading samples. But he lacked the funds to have a Sanskrit type cut. So 
instead he wrote a book for a scholarly audience, with grammatical technicalities and with 
Persian words in untransliterated Arabic type. (Even most of his scholarly audience could 
not read that.) That was not a way to win converts for his orientalized and spiritually reju-
venated Christendom; his simultaneous conversion to Catholicism even secured his alien-
ation from Saxon and Prussian academic circles. It is not the identification of a language 
family that accounts for the book’s success; William Jones had done that in 1786. Nor is 
it that Schlegel proposed to systematically compare grammatical roots; that too had been 
attempted before, with an idiosyncrasy to match Schlegel’s, by Antoine Court de Gébelin 
and Friedrich Carl Fulda.31 The same case had been made more extensively by Christian 
Kraus, reviewing Pallas’ Vergleichendes Glossarium (the polyglot dictionary compiled at the 
behest of Catherine the Great)32 and Adelung had recognized the need to do so more me-
thodically as well when he wrote: “Nur aus der Vergleichung der Wurzelsylben lässt sich 
30 For Sachphilologie vs. Wortphilologie, see Tuska Benes, In Babel’s Shadow: Language, Philology, and the 
Nation in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Detroit: Wayne State UP 2008) ch. 4, especially pp. 171-177. 
For Alterthumswissenschaft as an export product, see James Turner, Philology: The Forgotten Origins of 
the Modern Humanities (Princeton: Princeton UP 2014), ch. 7 pp. 168-184
31 Gébelin, Monde Primitif Vol. I, 21-31 and Vol. III, passim; Friedrich Carl Fulda, Über die beyden Haupt-
dialecte der teutschen Sprache (Leipzig: Breitkopf 1773) and Sammlung und Abstammung germanischer 
Wurzelwörter (Halle: Gebauer 1776).
32 Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung 235-237 (1787), 1-29
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die Verwandtschaft und Verschiedenheit der Sprachen beurtheylen.”33 But three things set 
Schlegel’s book apart:
1. A precise definition of the “Familie der indischen, griechischen und germanischen 
Sprachen” (Schlegel does not use the phrase Indo-Germanic or Indo-European) as 
defined by shared roots and shared grammatical structure, in particular through inflec-
tion. Such a definition – or demarcation – is not to be found in Jones, whose ‘philolo-
ger passage’, after all, is just one paragraph, and whose lectures also hint at relatedness 
across even larger cultural and geographical areas.
2. A much more stringent demand for methodological rigour: Schlegel permits “keine 
Art von Veränderung- oder Versetzungsregel der Buchstaben” and no “etymologische 
Kunsteleyen”. One can only derive one word from the other if the shift can be pointed 
out historically through ‘Mittelglieder’ or analogies, “und die Übereinstimmung muß 
schon sehr groß und einleuchtend sein, um auch nur der geringste Formverschied-
enheit gestatten zu können” (pp. 6-7). This was not quite the principle that later lin-
guists followed – Versetzungsregel are exactly what came to define historical-compar-
ative grammar in the work of Grimm, whereas ‘analogy’ refers to a principle applied 
by 18th-century philologists – but in the sense of ‘no speculative etymologies’, or more 
generally, ‘no ad hoc explanations’, it does define linguistics negatively by ruling out the 
work of his predecessors as unscientific.
3. The express use of the phrase ‘comparative grammar’, together with a set of examples 
for how to make such cross-linguistic comparisons. Gébelin and Fulda also reflect at 
length on methodology, but they present their theories with top-heavy epistemologies 
while the ‘original roots’ they identify are completely arbitrary. Schlegel’s examples are 
a heap of observations rather than a set of ordered tables, but others – like Bopp and 
Pott – could make a system out of it.
What Schlegel introduced, in short, can be called a new style of reasoning in that was 
recognizable, iterable, scrutable, and productive. In retrospect, one can see Bopp as filtering 
out the noise and giving that style of reasoning a much more orderly form of presentation in 
his Conjugationssystem, permitting the accumulation of new data into massive compendia 
like his own Vergleichende Grammatik (6 vols., 1833-52), Pott’s Etymologische Forschungen (2 
vols., 1833-35; 6 vols., 1859–76), or Schleicher’s Compendium der vergleichenden Grammatik 
der Indogermanischen Sprachen (1861). 
It is not as if Schlegel’s work is the source of all that became ‘linguistics’. Two of the 
greatest feats of linguistics in the first half of the 19th century – the decipherment of the 
Egyptian hieroglyph and Persian cuneiform writing systems by Champollion (1822) and 
Rawlinson (1830s-40s; published 1848) – had no direct connection to it and were not 
achievements of ‘historical-comparative grammar’ in the narrow sense. Historical-compar-
ative grammar was no great aid in studying languages without a long written record and a 
set of relatives; that is, American and African languages. One can of course also compare 
33 Johann Christoph Adelung, Mithridates oder allgemeine Sprachenkunde mit dem Vater Unser als 
Sprachprobe, in bey nahe fünf hundert Sprachen und Mundarten (Berlin: Voss 1806-19), Vol. I, xii
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grammars synchronously, like Wilhelm Bleek did with the Bantu languages, and Robert 
Caldwell with the Dravidian languages;34 but written records are more easily spread and 
analyzed, comparing non-written languages poses difficulties of typology, and synchro-
nous comparisons offer less benefit in the form of reconstructions. Humboldt, in his study 
Über die Kawi-Sprache, applies it to the Malayo-Polynesian languages, a language family 
stretching from Hawaii to Madagascar; he could do so because Javanese classical texts 
had begun to appear in the 1820s. Phonetics also was not a historical-comparative method 
per se, although Lepsius and Sweet developed phonetic systems partly in order to clarify 
Egyptian and Anglo-Saxon. 
The great virtue of the historical-comparative style of reasoning was that it could 
integrate all that and more. In the study of the Romance languages, for instance, we see 
Raynouard first making historical comparisons across the family, then August Wilhelm 
Schlegel effectively appropriating them in his critique of Raynouard, and finally Schlegel’s 
younger colleague Friedrich Diez elaborating that into a comparative grammar and an et-
ymological dictionary of the Romance languages. Once hieroglyphs had been deciphered, 
one could study Egyptian as part of the Semitic language family, and use Lepsius’ vowel 
system to determine the sounds. (Lepsius was so proud of it that he put the diagram on 
the cover of Das allgemeine linguistische Alphabet, 1855.) The study of Egyptian and Old 
Akkadian remained auxiliary disciplines within the fields of Egyptology and Assyrology; 
historical-comparative grammar, developed out of the study of Sanskrit, became a meta-
method. As such, it effectively replaced grammaire générale in that role because applying 
it to data from several languages could yield substantial new information, where general 
grammar only offered ‘principles’ and ‘general reflections’ of no further consequence.
With that in mind, there seems to be some justice to Max Muller’s rhetoric com-
paring Schlegel’s work to a Copernican turn. But what about the other pole to his com-
parison? Are Schlegel and Adelung really ‘separated by the same distance that separates 
the that Copernican from the Ptolemaean system’, or in other words, was Adelung really 
that backward? Are they examples of what Koselleck called ‘Die Gleichzeitigkeit des Un-
zeitgleichen’, the simultaneous occurrence of orientations and world views that belong to 
different periods?
Mithridates oder allgemeine Sprachenkunde mit dem Vater Unser als Sprachprobe, in 
bey nahe fünf hundert Sprachen und Mundarten (1806-17) was the last work of the lexi-
cographer, grammarian, polygraph, and librarian Johann Christoph Adelung (1732-1806), 
who had previously compiled the first ‘grammatical-critical’ German dictionary, a gram-
mar (Deutsche Sprachlehre), and a style guide (Über den deutschen Styl). With these works, 
which dominated German language education for half a century,35 he can be said to have 
defined modern German, even though he was more of a descriptivist than a prescriptivist. 
34 Wilhelm Bleek, A comparative Grammar of the South African Languages (London: Truebner 1862); 
Robert Caldwell, A comparative Grammar of the Dravidian or South-Indian Family of Languages (Lon-
don: Truebner 1856)
35 Or at least, they were continually updated and reprinted until the 1830s; see the bibliography in Mar-
git Strohbach, Johann Christoph Adelung: Ein Beitrag zu seinem germanistischen Schaffen mit einer Bib-
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Mithridates was pretty much what it said on the tin: a compendium of the world’s 
languages, presented in samples of the Lord’s Prayer. It was by far not the first such com-
pendium: the appendix to volume I gives a list of Litteratur der Vaterunser-Polyglotten (pp. 
645-676). Two decades before Adelung, Lorenzo Hervás had compiled one of 300 samples, 
from which Adelung borrowed extensively.36 The title comes from the mythically polyglot 
king Mithridates VI of Pontus (134-63 BCE), one of the most formidable opponents to 
Roman expansion, who is said to have known and spoken all the 22 or more languages of 
liographie seines Gesamtwerkes (Berlin & New York: Walter de Gruyter 1984), 9-35. August Pott calls 
him a ‘longtime authority’, only finally superseded by Grimm, in Zur Litteratur der Sprachenkunde 
Europas (Leipzig: Barth 1887), 143
36 Lorenzo Hervás y Panduro, Saggio pratico delle Lingue (Cesena: Biasini 1787), Vol. XXI of his im-
mense Idea dell’Universo (22 vols., 1778-87), which also contained a Catalogo delle Lingue Conosciute 
(Vol. XVII, 1784) and a Vocabulario Poliglotto (Vol. XX, 1786). A much improved and expanded 
Spanish translation in 6 vols. appeared as Catálogo de las Lenguas in 1801-1805.
Image 24: The Lord’s Prayer in Sanskrit. Adelung, Mithridates Vol. I (1806)
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his subjects; it was also the title of Conrad Gesner’s 1555 Mithridates de differentiis Linguis, 
the first such compendium. Adelung’s Mithridates, however, was much more than a big list 
of Paternosters. It also discussed the grammar, history, and dialects of a language, in so far 
as such information was available; it was made with the express aim to facilitate language 
comparison and etymological reconstruction.
It is important to realize first that it was only the first volume of Mithridates that came 
out in 1806. Adelung died shortly after. His continuator, Johann Severin Vater, expressed 
doubts whether a compilation of Paternosters was the best way to present the world’s lan-
guages, and regrets that he had to work with material already half printed for the second 
volume.37 Much of the new information is contained in the third volume (which actually 
filled several Bände) concerning the African and American languages. Wilhelm von Hum-
boldt contributed information on Polynesian languages and a long tract on Basque; espe-
cially because of this tract and the information on American languages, Pott called it “noch 
immer nicht durchweg veraltet” as late as 1884, and Du Ponceau, in his 1838 Volney Prize 
essay, even stated that “Le Mithridate fit une révolution dans la science [philologique]”.38 
Adelung received personal praise from Pott for elaborating the notion of a Semitic lan-
guage family, propounded shortly before by Eichhorn, into a full taxonomic category. It is 
also worth noting that where Adelung writes Sprachwissenschaft, Vater speaks of Linguis-
tik. After completing Mithridates, Vater compiled a set of grammars of smaller languages 
(Albanian, Georgian, Old Prussian) and translated a chapter from Rasmus Rask that built 
upon Mithridates.39 While completing Adelung’s work, he made a meta-compendium of 
Grammatiken, Lexika und Wörtersammlungen aller Sprachen der Erde (1815), which lists 
each language alphabetically and indicates where it is to be found in Mithridates, thus com-
bining a bibliography and an index. Likewise, Adelung’s nephew, Friedrich von Adelung, 
who had collaborated with Vater on the later volumes, systematized the overview of all 
known languages into an Übersicht aller bekannten Sprachen und ihrer Dialekte (1820), again 
referring back to its place in Mithridates; and it is the main point of reference for Adriano 
Balbi’s Atlas ethnographique du Globe (1826) which classified the world’s tribes by language. 
In short, Adelung’s last project had an afterlife.
Adelung was an inveterate debunker of myths. Earlier in his career, he had filled seven 
volumes of Geschichte der menschlichen Narrheit: oder, Lebensbeschreibungen berühmter 
Schwarzkünstler, Goldmacher, Teufelsbanner, Zeichen- und Liniendeuter, Schwärmer, Wahr-
sager, und anderer philosophischer Unholden (1785-89) – the title speaks for itself. In Mithri-
dates, too, he disavowed all kind of speculation; to repeat a passage already quoted in chap-
ter 1, “Ich habe keine Lieblungsmeinung, keine Hypothese zum Grunde zu legen, sondern 
37 Mithridates Vol. II, xvii, iv-v
38 August Pott, Einleitung in die Allgemeine Sprachwissenschaft (Amsterdam: John Benjamins 1974), 269 
(originally in Techmer’s Internationale Zeitschrift für allgemeine Sprachwissenschaft, Vols. I-V (1884-
90), Vol. I, 329); Peter Stephen du Ponceau, Mémoire sur le système grammatical des langues de quelques 
nations Indiennes de l’Amerique du Nord (Paris: Pihan de la Forest 1838), 5
39 J.S. Vater (tr.), R.K. Rask über die Thrakische Sprachklasse (translation of Undersøgelse om det gamle 
Nordiske eller Islandske Sprogs Oprindelse (1818), ch. 3.7), published together with Vergleichungstafeln 
der Europäischen Stamm-Sprachen and other linguistic works (Halle: Regner 1822)
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ging unmittelbar von dem aus, was ist, ohne mich um das zu kümmern, was seyn kann, 
oder was seyn sollte.”40 Immediately after that passage, he permits himself a few specu-
lations about the location of the Garden of Eden – which must have been in Kashmir 
because of its biodiversity and position at the crossroads of language families – but he 
stresses  that these are only speculations and that ‘nothing depends upon them’.
This skeptical attitude leads Adelung to a series of sensible judgements: he rejects 
all speculations about ‘Scythian’ origins of European languages, in which Schlegel still be-
lieved, as “den üblichen Scytho-Celtischen Unfug”; he dismisses MacPherson’s Ossian  as 
an obvious forgery, and criticizes the Göttingen Gelehrten for being so credulous in this 
regard about “dieses Unding, welches man historische Tradition nennt”;41 he defends the 
authenticity of Anquetil’s Zend–Avesta, even though the translation was a sloppy work 
of scholarship; and affirms that the ‘Zigeuner, who call themselves Roma and Sinti’ in-
deed come from India, not from Egypt.  The debunking attitude also sometimes leads him 
astray. The idea that Hebrew has bisyllabic roots is dismissed as humbug from 10th-century 
rabbis; the Chinese are considered to be mentally limited by their grammarless language. 
About the classification of Hungarian, Adelung and Vater disagree: Adelung classifies it as 
a ‘mixed language’ with Turkish influences; Vater adds a long footnote about Gyarmathi’s 
1799 grammar which linked it to Finnish and Estonian.42
To what extent was Adelung, in Kuhnian terms, a representative of a dying paradigm? 
There should be no doubt that, in spite of his obvious shortcomings, he was a better schol-
ar than Schlegel at least with regard to data collection and professional ethos, but that is 
not the issue. The question is rather: if he represents an earlier paradigm, what would that 
paradigm consist of? He was, of course, a compiler, and a critical one, but that is not much 
of a paradigm. As shown in chapter 2, there was not that much unity to language study 
before ‘linguistics’. If the paradigm consists of grammaire générale, biblical exegesis, and/
or speculative etymology, Adelung pleads ‘not guilty’. The genre of Paternoster-compendia 
was too small and disparate to count as a ‘paradigm’; in spite of the lengthy appendix on 
Vaterunser-Sammlungen, most of the books in that list are different in format. The choice 
for the Lord’s Prayer was a pragmatic one: it was one of the first texts that missionaries 
would translate. It is obvious, however, that collecting languages through samples does 
not in itself add much information, and that comparing grammars does. This is also the 
main shortcoming of the language atlases compiled by Klaproth and Balbi in the 1820s. 
Both present language variety in a series of folio-size tables, which contain word lists in 
Asia Polyglotta, and general characteristics for each language in the Atlas ethnographique du 
Globe; the main advantage of both atlases over Mithridates is a bit more detail and a more 
systematic look. In that regard, the later compendia by Bopp, Pott, and Schleicher, which 
focus on relations only within one family and draw on abstracted material from up-to-date 
40 Mithridates Vol. I, xi
41 Vol. I, 127
42 Vol. II, viii, 771-773. As Adelung puts it, “Diese [Übereinkunft] ist nun nicht zu laugnen, reicht aber 
doch nicht hin, den so schön gebauten Ungarn voll Geist und Mut von dem grosstentheils verkrüp-
pelten Finnischen Stamme abstammen zu lassen.”
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grammars rather than literally reproducing samples, are indeed categorically different in 
their method of gathering and ordering data. When Adelung compares Sanskrit to oth-
er languages, he duly notes many similarities with Persian, Greek and Latin, but he also 
comes up with comparisons of these languages to Hebrew, Turkish, and even Manchu and 
Finnish. This is because he only looks at similarities between sounds, meanings, and roots. 
Adelung is not an exponent of grammaire générale, even though his earlier Umständ-
liches Lehrgebäude der Deutschen Sprache (1782) is like a general grammar in its identifica-
tion of the basic elements of language and in its didactic aspect. On the whole, Adelung 
was more interested in dialect variation and historical variation than in general principles. 
In the first volume of his Wörterbuch (1774), he included Fulda’s prize essay Über die beyden 
Hauptdialecte der teutschen Sprache as an introduction; in the third volume (1778), he added 
an introduction of his own which aligned with Herder’s Über die Ursprung der Sprache. To-
gether with the Umständliches Lehrgebäude, these introductions define Adelung’s linguistic 
programme. 
Fulda’s Preisschrift attempts to reduce the Germanic languages to 9 basic roots and 
222 variants, each with a natural (onomatopoeic, or at least evocative) meaning. This re-
sults in a table that fills two folio pages, not included in the Wörterbuch. Moreover, Fulda 
argues, this method can be extended to a reconstruction of the Ursprache, and to illustrate 
this he draws a genealogical tree of languages, included in the Wörterbuch. Such diagrams 
had previously been made of the Germanic and Celtic languages, but Fulda extends it to 
a global, or at least Eurasian scale. There is a lot of science fiction in the upper tiers of this 
diagram – Hyperboreans, Babylonians, Scyths as the pan-European ancestors, and Egyp-
tian as a ‘mixed Coptic-Greek’ language. But its basic distinction between ‘Hyperborea’ and 
‘Babylonica’ is an essentially correct division of what later were called Indo-European and 
Semitic languages, apart from including Turkish next to Persian; the subdivision of the 
Germanic languages into tribes and dialects is even accurate. Although Adelung copied the 
Preisschrift verbatim (it came out with the same publisher one year before, probably from 
the same sheets), it does not follow that he endorsed it literally; Fulda’s diagram, after all, 
includes ‘Scythischen Unfug’ and bisyllabic roots, and leaves all African, Polynesian, and 
American languages out of regard.
What Adelung believed in becomes clearer from his Umständliches Lehrgebäude. In 
the introduction, he asserted that a true scientific Sprachlehre should be a coherent whole 
rather than a set of grammatical tables, and one that describes rather than prescribes: “Eine 
gründliche Sprachlehre ist gewisser Maßen eine pragmatische Geschichte der Sprache; 
soll sie eine wahre Geschichte und kein Roman seyn, so muß sie die Sachen nicht so vor-
stellen, wie sie seyn könnten oder seyn sollten, sondern wie sie wirklich sind”.43 In the 
chapter on the origin of language, he starts from the assumption that language is man-
43 Adelung, Umständliches Lehrgebäude der Deutschen Sprache (Leipzig: Breitkopf 1782), vi. “Kein Ro-
man” could be an allusion to the final page of Herder’s Preisschrift Über den Ursprung der Sprache, 
where Herder denounces the work of Condillac, Rousseau et al. as ‘philosophical novels’ and argues 
for “feste Data aus der menschlichen Seele, der menschlichen Organisation, dem Bau aller alten und 
wilden Sprachen und der ganzen Haushaltung des menschlichen Geschlechts” instead.
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made, not divinely created or inspired, and created out of necessity from the “Keime der 
Vernunft” inside each human being rather than by some mythical genius (§52). Moreover, 
it cannot be purely imitated from natural sounds, because without “klare und deutliche 
Vorstellungen”, these are dumb imitations; only when these sounds are abstracted into root 
words linked to specific properties, they become representations rather than imitations 
(§55). In a formula he attributes to Herder, all languages are “Nachahmung mit Besonnen-
heit”;44 in the process of abstraction and of constructing and using a language, the original 
imitative links are lost.
44 Adelung, Wörterbuch Vol. III (Leipzig: Breitkopf 1777), Vorrede [n.p.]
Image 25: Fulda’s genealogical tree of languages. Adelung, Wörterbuch Vol. I (1774)
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Adelung did not think of himself as standing at the end of a long tradition. Instead, 
he emphasized that ‘Sprachwissenschaft’ and ‘Sprachkunst’ were new words which needed 
specification, that the grammatical comparison of languages still needed to be done, and 
that etymology, as a science, was just beginning. On a personal note, he resignedly called 
Mithridates “das jüngste und wahrscheinlich auch letzte Kind meiner Muse”;45 one can 
only guess what he would have thought of Über Sprache und Weisheit der Indier, had he 
lived a few years longer, but in all probability he would have taken offense at Schlegel’s 
mysticism and ‘Scythischen Unfug’ rather than at the comparative method. At any rate, 
Schlegel’s work would have been in no way incomprehensible or unimaginable to him.
Adelung and Schlegel are of course two completely different figures: the man of the 
Enlightenment versus the arch-Romantic; the sedentary scholar versus the restless fire-
brand; the data gatherer versus the author of manifestoes. They also represent different 
ways of transforming information into knowledge; but both are eclectic in this regard. 
As a compendium, Mithridates is akin in method to historia literaria: its main virtues are 
completeness and a critical evaluation of the assembled material, and its numerical pre-
sentation by region and language is reminiscent of that by region, period, and discipline in 
Eichhorn’s contemporary Geschichte der Litteratur. (Pott, Schleicher and Bopp do not do 
this.) In its genre, it is indeed an end point: there is not much gain in making an even more 
complete Paternoster collection. But it is also intended as a first step towards a true ‘philo-
sophische Sprachenkunde’, which, along the lines of the Lehrgebäude, would be a blend of 
general grammar, elaboration of Herder’s and Fulda’s ideas, and ‘pragmatische Geschichte’ 
(as for what that means, see chapter 3).
Über Sprache und Weisheit der Indier does not belong to any specific scholarly genre 
or format. Very generally, as a treatise about language, one could class it with such equally 
idiosyncratic works as Ten Kate’s Aenleiding, Fulda’s Preisschrift, Lord Monboddo’s On the 
Origin and Progress of Language, and Horne Tooke’s Diversions of Purley; but that does not 
explain much, because Schlegel was not using any of these works as a model. Idiosyncratic 
as it was, however, Schlegel’s work is not as incoherent as Max Muller and others present 
it. Together with the comparative method, it contains three other elements which would 
recur throughout 19th-century linguistics: a programme for combining linguistics and phi-
lology, a distinction between inflecting, agglutinating, and isolating languages, and the notion 
of language, or more specifically inflecting languages, as organic.
These three elements – a programme, a typology, and the notion of ‘organicism’ – are 
not necessary parts of historical-comparative grammar as a style of reasoning: one can also 
make linguistic comparisons and reconstructions without them. They were, however, an 
integral part of the emergence of linguistics as a discipline and the correlated transforma-
tion of philology in the first decades of the 19th century. All three became contested issues, 
the latter two mostly in combination. The rest of this chapter will explore these themes 
further.
45 Mithridates Vol. I, xx
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Grimm: Philology as a Self-correcting Enterprise
If Adelung and Friedrich Schlegel are examples of ‘Die Gleichzeitigkeit des Unzeitgleichen’, 
Adelung and Jacob Grimm are examples of almost uncannily similar figures living in dif-
ferent centuries. Like Adelung, Grimm wrote a German grammar, a German dictionary, 
and a history of the German language; like Adelung, he was a polygraph, a data gatherer 
rather than a theorist. Both were librarians not just by profession but also by character. 
Both cultivated an ascetic work ethic: Adelung bragged about spending 14 hours a day at 
his desk, and Grimm is described by his brother as working on without pausing to eat for 
days. Both were exceptionally harsh in their judgement of the work of others; in Grimm’s 
reviews, no one except Lachmann and Benecke lives up to his standards.46
All the same, as a persona, Grimm represents something completely different: 
together with Ranke, he is the most archetypical embodiment of professionalization in 
the humanities. Partly that persona consists of traits he shares with Adelung: the ascetic 
work ethic, the pugnacious criticism, the immense scholarly production. Partly it was sheer 
weight of data: no one had described grammatical phenomena in such detail and variety as 
Grimm in his Deutsche Grammatik (4 vols., 1819/22-37), or practiced lexicography on such 
a scale as the Deutsches Wörterbuch (started 1838, 1st vol. 1854). Partly it was also the stark 
simplicity of a few principles: Ablaut, Umlaut, ‘Grimm’s Law’, that spelled the promise of 
turning linguistics into a ‘hard science’. Together, these things formed the basis and set the 
standards for a discerning ‘expert judgement’ that sets professionals apart from amateurs.47
Institutional factors played a relatively minor role at this stage, although Grimm be-
came a professor in Göttingen and Berlin and was elected president of the first Germa-
nistensammlung. He became so later in life, and wrote his most important works in the 
two decades before that, while a humble librarian in Cassel; he never set up a seminar or 
entertained a trail of assistants like Ranke did. At least as important was his immense 
correspondence network, stretching from Iceland to the Balkans and beyond, supplying 
him with folk tales, copies of manuscripts, and presentation copies of new publications.48 
In this regard, Grimm’s knowledge network still functioned like that of the Republic of 
Letters.
46 For Grimm’s reviewing, see Lothar Bluhm, Die Brüder Grimm und der Beginn der deutschen Philolo-
gie : eine Studie zu Kommunikation und Wissenschaftsbildung im frühen 19. Jahrhundert (Hildesheim: 
Weidmann 1996)
47 Bluhm, Die Brüder Grimm comes to the same conclusion: “die Behauptung und Durchsetzung von 
‘Sachautorität’” (p. 164) was central to the Grimm’s strategy for scientific dominance, and their ‘de-
cisionistic’ concept of science set them apart from the older generation, for whom knowledge still 
primarily meant accumulated knowledge: “Dem erreichten Fortschritt selbst der unmittelbar zurück-
liegenden Vergangenheit wird ein ungleich geringerer Wert zuerkannt als dem aktuellen oder dem in 
der Zukunft noch zu erreichenden.” (p. 275)
48 Joep Leerssen, “Grimm, Jacob” in Leerssen (ed.), Encyclopaedia of Romantic Nationalism in Europe 
(Amsterdam: Study Platform on Interlocking Nationalisms 2008ff ) | http://romanticnationalism.
net/viewer.p/21/56/object/131-158614 [accessed 16 June 2017]; a visualization of Grimm’s network is 
on http://romanticnationalism.net/viewer.p/21/59/scenario/77/geo 
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Grimm needed such a broad correspondence network because his interests were 
broad. His fame among the wider public relies mostly on the Kinder- und Hausmärchen 
he compiled together with his brother Wilhelm, while they were in their twenties; but 
they also compiled Sagen and Rechtsalterthümer, and edited the Hildebrandslied, Der arme 
Heinrich, Reineke Fuchs and (unsuccessfully) the Edda.49 The Deutsche Grammatik, and 
also the Deutsche Mythologie, cover not just the German but the whole Germanic lan-
guage area: the grammar ranges over Old Gothic, Old High German, Old Norse, Old Sax-
on, Anglo-Saxon, Old Frisian, Middle Dutch, Middle High German, Modern German, 
Dutch, English, Danish, and Swedish. In short, Grimm’s scholarship stood out because it 
integrated so many different elements of German and Germanic language and literature; 
but part of its appeal also lay in its explorations into the misty regions of Pan-Germanic 
dreams, dark deeps of time, and age-old poetry that blends into mythology.
What exactly was Grimm a model for? There are three possible answers to that: lin-
guistics, philology, and Germanistik – i.e. the study of language in the abstract, the study 
of language and literature in correlation, and the study of German language and literature. 
Although they are interwoven throughout his work, they are not a seamless whole. In 
the Vorrede to the third edition of Deutsche Grammatik, Grimm distinguishes between 
the first two, linguistics and philology, as “zwei arten des sprachstudiums, die auch in mir 
zum zwiespalt gekommen sind”:50 the study of language for its own sake and the study 
of language in order to understand “die literatur des alterthums”. The implication of that 
definition is that German, or indeed any vernacular, can be the subject of philology just as 
well as Latin and Greek, provided it is sufficiently ‘old’. Grimm’s work, accordingly, can be 
seen as discovering and constructing a rival Antiquity. Germanistik is not a word he often 
uses. In a short notice for the first Germanistenversammlung (1847), he identifies ‘germanist’ 
broadly with “deutsche geschichtforscher, rechtforscher und sprachforscher”51 – and that 
is all there is to say about it. Technically speaking, Germanistik as exemplified by Grimm 
simply means linguistics and philology applied to German. But Germanistik as exemplified 
by Grimm also means something else: the cultivation of national feeling by those means. 
All his major works have ‘Deutsch’ in their title; all of them, and most of the smaller ones, 
invoke a love of all things German as an indispensable ingredient. It is perhaps the most 
consistent element in his work.
It is mainly in Germanistik that Grimm can count as the professional model for a dis-
cipline. In linguistics there were other model figures, like Bopp; philology remained a con-
tainer notion rather than a discipline. However, the model that Grimm set for the study 
49 A planned collaboration between Rask and the Grimms on editing the Edda did not materialize, 
and only the first of three projected volumes appeared. Cf. Bluhm, Die Brüder Grimm, 263ff; Steffen 
Martus, Die Brüder Grimm: Eine Biographie (Berlin: Rowohlt 2009), 190ff. For Grimm’s edition of 
Reineke Fuchs and the international polemic on the origins of Reynard the Fox, see Leerssen, Bronnen 
van het Vaderland: Taal, literatuur en de afbakening van Nederland 1806-1890 (Nijmegen: Van Tilt 2011 
[2006]), ch. 4
50 Deutsche Grammatik, 3rd ed. (Göttingen: Dieterich 1840), xii
51 Jacob Grimm, “Über den Namen des Germanisten”, Kleinere Schriften Vol. VII (Berlin: Dümmler 
1884), 568
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of German could also be applied to other languages. The most literal example is Diez, 
who explicitly set out to do for the Romance languages what Grimm had done for the 
Germanic languages. More widely, the combination of linguistic and philological research, 
publication of old texts and the cultivation of national feeling was applied in other national 
philologies throughout Europe. Grimm did not invent that project – he was drawn into it 
by his mentor Savigny, and Rask, Raynouard, and Kopitar developed similar programmes 
independently for Nordic, Romance, and Slavonic language and literature. But he devel-
oped it more elaborately than anyone else, and virtually everyone working on such projects 
was in correspondence with Grimm.
When it comes to ordering information, Grimm is a curious example to follow. His 
model comes close to no model at all. His main works consist of pages densely filled with 
data without narrative structure, and sometimes – in the case of the Grammatik – even 
lacking a table of contents. Rask commented in 1830 that “we much doubt if any one be-
sides [Grimm] has perused his learned work, or will ever be able to do so”.52 The Mythologie 
and the Rechtsalterthümer are only ordered by theme, not by time or region, with examples 
from different periods and regions thrown together into some supposed unity. The Gram-
matik was revised twice over and never completed; the Wörterbuch, at the time of his death 
– after 26 years of work, of which 22 together with Wilhelm – had not passed the letter E. 
On the whole, Grimm regarded all his work as work in progress and inaccessibility as a vir-
tue. His footnotes are so contracted that the reference often cannot be reconstructed, and 
the second edition of the Grammatik even emits “das verzeichnis der quellen und hülfsmit-
tel […] weil es nicht in der grammatik gehört”.53 The only work which got more accessible 
over time are the Kinder- und Hausmärchen, which were embellished with more elaborate 
descriptions and narrative turns and cleaned of too explicit cruelty and sexual content in 
subsequent editions – but after the first edition, that largely became Wilhelm’s project.
The development of the Deutsche Grammatik, in its various stages, is itself a docu-
ment of the scientification of linguistics. In the preface to the second edition, Grimm men-
tions how he came to the project of compiling an historical-comparative grammar through 
the study of medieval poetry. The guiding insight, already presented in the first edition and 
later highlighted in Benecke’s review,54 was that some words rhymed in medieval poetry (in 
alliteration, end rhyme, or in the middle of the word) which did not do so earlier or later, 
and vice versa. That made him sensitive of patterns in sound change. What Grimm did 
not mention is how he was steered in that direction by a scathing review from the older 
Schlegel brother, August Wilhelm.
52 [Rasmus Rask], review of Grimm, Deutsche Grammatik and Petersen, Den Danske Norske og Svenske 
Sprogs Historie, The Foreign Review and Quarterly Miscellany V (March 1830), 493-500: 496
53 Deutsche Grammatik, 2nd ed. Vol. I (Göttingen: Dieterich 1822), xvi
54 Georg Friedrich Benecke, review of Grimm, Deutsche Grammatik, Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen 201 
(19 Dec 1822), 2001-08. Interestingly enough, Benecke calls Grimm’s work a “Naturgeschichte der 
deutschen Sprache” (p. 2002), and compares it to the achievement of Linnaeus and his followers in 
natural science (p. 2008)
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That review was about the first volume of Altdeutsche Wälder, the journal started 
by the Grimm brothers in 1813 – and stopped, after three volumes, in 1816. It presented 
observations on and excerpts of medieval poetry, and was almost entirely filled by Jacob; 
essentially, it used the same form of presentation as the 18th-century one-man compendi-
um journals discussed in chapter 2. At that point, the Grimms were already known in the 
learned world as text collectors, as former assistants to Arnim and Savigny, and as merci-
less reviewers; the Altdeutsche Wälder were Jacob’s first attempt at a sustained comparative 
analysis of his assorted material. That analysis, however, was highly speculative, surmis-
ing ‘common mythical themes’ wherever old texts from different origins had something in 
common, all the way from the Nibelungen to Parsifal, Dietrich von Bern, Queen Mab, and 
even the Upanishads. Already in 1808, in a short programmatic article, Jacob Grimm had 
deplored the separation of history and poetry, and argued that texts like the Nibelungen-
lied were historical documents in their own right:
Das kritische Prinzip, welches in Wahrheit seit es in unsere Geschichte eingeführt wor-
den, gewissermaßen den reinen Gegensatz zu diesen Sagen gemacht, und sie mit Verach-
tung verstoßen hat, bleibt an sich, obschon aus einer unrechten Veranlassung schädlich 
ausgegangen, unbezweifelt; allein, nicht zu sehen, daß es noch eine Wahrheit giebt, außer 
den Urkunden, Diplomen und Chroniken, das ist höchst unkritisch.55
A.W. Schlegel made short ado of that:
Die Herren Grimm scheinen uns zuweilen die Sage und die urkundliche Geschichte 
nicht gehörig zu sondern; […] sie wollen längst aus unwiderlegliche Gründen verworfene 
Fabeln wiederum als Tatsachen darstellen, und wenn der Irrthum auch noch so offenbar 
ist, so soll doch auf irgend eine verborgene und geheimnisvolle Weise die Wahrheit darin 
stecken. […] Ferner dehnen die Hrn. Grimm den Begriff der Sage unsers Bedunkens 
viel zu weit auf. [Sie] sprechen auch bey Novellen und Ammenmärchen von dem alten 
Kern der Sage, von der späteren Tradition, von dem Mythus, von der mythische Natur des 
Ganzen.56 
If that was not enough, Schlegel added, the Grimms supported this with “willkürliche und 
unbewahrte Etymologien”57; and their inaccessible way of writing “ausschließend für Ken-
ner” made their claims inscrutable even for experts: “sie setzen vieles voraus, was auch dem 
Gedächtnisse des Kenners nicht immer gegenwärtig ist; sie begnügen sich mit eilfertigen 
Andeutungen, wo eine ausführliche Entwickelung nöthig wäre.”58
In his later work, Jacob Grimm did not quite follow this warning: his presentation re-
mained arcane, and in the Mythologie, he simply heaped recurrent themes together without 
much hypothesizing, leaving it to the reader to perceive the suggested underlying unity. But 
55 Jacob Grimm, “Gedanken: wie sich die Sagen zur Poesie und Geschichte verhalten”, Zeitung für Ein-
siedler 20 (7 July 1808), 150-153; 152
56 A.W. Schlegel, review of Altdeutsche Wälder, Heidelbergische Jahrbücher der Litteratur 8:46 (1815), 721-
766: 727-728
57 Ibid., 730
58 Ibid., 722
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Grimm listened to Schlegel all the same. The Grammatik was his answer: a way of putting 
the study of medieval literature on a historical-comparative basis. Remarkably enough for 
a comprehensive grammar, the Grammatik deals only with written language, because that 
is where Bildung is contained and ‘accessible for all’: “erst kraft der schriftsprache fühlen wir 
Deutsche lebendig das band unserer herkunft und gemeinschaft”.59
In the foreword to the first edition of the Grammatik (1819), Grimm follows the fa-
miliar strategy of relegating his predecessors to the dustbin. Adelung is first on the list: the 
whole idea of writing a Sprachlehre to teach children their own language is rejected as ‘folly’. 
A grammar of the mother tongue only makes sense for Grimm if it is “streng wissenschaft-
lich”, i.e. philosophical, critical, or historical. Now a ‘philosophical’ grammar is equally fool-
ish if it attempts to trace back language to its beginnings, or if it formulates general princi-
ples of language: in both cases, it is ultimately built on “historisch schwankenden Boden” 
and explains nothing about the particulars of a language. So much for grammaire générale. 
A ‘critical’ approach, for Grimm, is as bad if that implies purism and prescriptivism. Ac-
cordingly, the only option that remains is ‘historical’. What that means, Grimm proceeds, 
is exemplified by the work of Rask, Bopp, and A.W. Schlegel – that is, the Undersögelske 
(1818), the Conjugationssystem (1816), and the Observations sur la Langue et la Littérature 
provençales (1818), all very recent works dealing with different languages. In particular, he 
deplores having only received Rask’s work when the Grammatik was already being print-
ed. On the other hand, with regard to German, he found “beinahe nichts mit Sicherkeit 
vorgearbeitet” in the works of Hickes, Ten Kate, and even Fulda.
‘Historical’, in this context, is an ambiguous term. Put in opposition to ‘philosophical’, 
it still carries the early modern connotation of ‘empirical’ or ‘contingent’. And indeed, in the 
first edition of the Grammatik, there is no talk of Gesetze. It contains one lawlike descrip-
tion, in its explanation of High German Umlaut: that occurs only where previously there 
must have been a suffix containing –i or –j, which is blended with the vowel in the root, so 
that a becomes ä, o becomes ö and u becomes ü. But the notion of a ‘sound law’ took longer 
to crystallize. The closest thing to it in the first edition is the list of “Einige [13] Hauptsätze, 
die ich aus der Geschichte der deutschen Sprache entnommen habe”, following upon the 
introduction. But these are ‘general observations’ on the loss of grammatical purity, the 
greater malleability of endings than of roots, and rhyme and alliteration as indicators of 
sound change, rather than causal explanations or logical replacement rules. 
After completing the first volume of the Grammatik, Grimm completely reworked 
it. In the first edition it dealt with conjugation and declination. The second edition, three 
years later, begins with an entirely new book Von den Buchstaben, 595 pages on sounds and 
letters. “Es hat kein langes besinnen gekostet, den ersten aufschluß meiner grammatik mit 
stumpf und stiel, wie man sagt niederzumähen: ein zweites kraut, dichter und feiner, ist 
schnell nachgewachsen”, the opening sentence states resolutely. One would suspect the in-
fluence of another shattering review here. The point is that there isn’t any. The Göttingische 
gelehrte Anzeigen called it a masterpiece; the Jenaische Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung even 
59 Deutsche Grammatik, 2nd ed. Vol. I (1822), xiii
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called it “eine der größten Erscheinungen […] die sich je auf dem Gebiete der Sprachlehre 
vorgetan”.60 Lachmann sent factual corrections and additions in private correspondence; 
Jean Paul, replying to earlier criticism by ‘Herr Bibliothekar Grimm’, admitted that his 
opponent had now proved himself to be far his superior.61 What made Grimm completely 
revise the outline of his grammar must have been reading Rask’s Undersögelse om det gamle 
Nordiske eller Islandske Sprogs Oprindelse (‘Investigation of the Origin of the Old Norse or 
Icelandic Language’, tr. 1993). 
In the first chapter of that work, ‘On etymology in general’, Rask had identified eight 
classes of “the most important and most common special rules for the shifts of individual 
letters”:62 interchange of 1) vowels, 2) mute letters, 3) liquid letters; mutual shifts of 4) 
vowels and consonants, or 5) mute and liquid letters; 6) transposition of letters; 7) letters 
added at the beginning or 8) letters added at the end of words. In the largest chapter, ‘On 
the source of the Gothic languages’, Rask had compared the Gothic (Germanic) ‘class’ with 
other classes, and applied these rules in particular to the ‘Thracian’ class – a container term 
derived from Adelung that covered Latin, Greek, and Lithuanian. (This sub-chapter was, 
naturally, also the part translated by Vater.) If ‘sound shift laws’ are the hallmark that set 
apart modern linguistic science from early modern study of language, then Rask deserves 
at least half the credit. But Rask wrote in Danish, which few people read outside Denmark, 
he did not have the Grimms’ personal and correspondence network, and the Undersögelse 
– his longest work – is still a treatise filled with observations rather than an encompassing 
compendium, of which Jacob Grimm wrote five.
The second edition of the Grammatik formulates the rules for sound shifts more con-
cisely than Rask. Grimm does not call them laws: the closing section of the first book, 
where he formulates them, is called ‘Allgemeine vergleichung’. The first tenet, “daß die drei 
kürzen vocale a, i, u die ursprünglichsten, ältesten aller vocallaute sind”, is called a thesis 
(satz) or ‘organic rule’; the sound shift that was later called ‘Grimm’s Law’ is presented as a 
table (p. 584):
Greek P. B. F.  T. D. TH.  K. G. H.
Gothic F. P. B.  TH. T. D.  .. K. G.
Althochd. B(V) F. P.  D. Z. T.  G. CH. K.
With some understatement, Grimm notes that this regularity ‘has consequences for the 
history of language and strictness in etymology’. In the following pages, it is presented as 
“genügender beweis einer urverwandtschaft der verglichenen sprachen” (p. 592), which is 
“streng erwiesen” through “analogie der abstufung” (p. 588). But he also stipulates:
60 Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen, 26 April 1819 (No. 67), 665-675: 665. Jenaische allgemeine Literatur-Zei-
tung 17:197-198 (Oct 1820), 145-160: 145
61 “Und einem solchen grammatischen Riesendavid hatte ich als ein Zwerggoliath herausgefordert, 
in mein Boulognerwäldchen der Doppelwörter!” Jean Paul, “Widerlegung des Herrn Bibliothekar 
Grimm”, postscript to Über die deutschen Doppelwörter (Stuttgart/Tübingen: Cotta 1820), 151ff.
62 Rasmus Rask, Undersögelse om det gamle Nordiske eller Islandske Sprogs Oprindelse (Copenhagen: Gyl-
dendal 1818), 50ff. I quote from Niels Ege’s translation (Copenhagen: The Linguistic Circle of Copen-
hagen 1993), 43ff.
241
Jene neun regeln sind nur prüfstein für vorhandene wörter. Zu neuen schöpfungen reicht 
insgemein keine analogie aus, weil alles lebendige unberechenbar ist und die gesetze der 
theorie mit ausnahmen der praxis verschmelzt. (p. 589) 
The epistemic status of sound shifts, then, remains problematic. They are not logical laws, 
which Grimm had disavowed in the introduction because they go against the empirical 
spirit of sprachforschung;63 nor are they strictly binding physical laws, as August Schleicher 
would later present them. ‘Organic rule’ can be read as a kind of compromise: naturally, but 
not without exceptions. In the same vein, the entire second volume can be read as a taxo-
nomy of the three main mechanisms of word formation: ablaut, ableitung and komposition.
The third and fourth volume are much less inspired. The last volume, on syntax, ends 
after the treatment of simple sentences; which is where, for modern linguistic theorists, 
things would just begin to get interesting. Instead, Grimm began the whole thing anew. 
But at that point the Wörterbuch took over, and the third edition stopped after volume I.
Still, the third edition is interesting as a document of how Grimm kept correcting 
himself in response to his peers – of what Sellars calls ‘science as a self-correcting enter-
prise’. The volume is entirely devoted to the vowel system, or Vocalismus; this is a direct 
response to the review by Bopp discussed below, which was republished under that same 
title. The I-A-U system of basic vowels is now presented as a hierarchical diagram at the 
very beginning (p. 33), that is, as a principle, rather than as a ‘general observation’ at the end, 
as it is in the second edition. Equally, his conception of ‘law’ has become much more rigid:
Es ist wahr, daß in der organischen sprache keine anomalie vorkomme, die nicht auf dem 
grund eines tiefer gelegnen gesetzes ruhe, keine ausnahme, die nicht, wohlverstanden, die 
regel bestätige. Alle methode hängt aber davon ab, daß man dem gesetz vor der anomalie 
und der regel vor der ausnahme den rang lasse.64
The third edition also contains ‘a few remarks on writing’, which explain something about 
Grimm’s form of presentation. From 1822 onward, he had consistently abjured blackletter 
(gothic) alphabet and noun capitalization. This may seem odd for a German nationalist, 
but for Grimm, here was nothing German about either: both were rudiments from the 
late Middle Ages. “Wer die sogenannte deutsche schrift braucht, schreibt barbarisch, wer 
große buchstaben für den anlaut der substantive, schreibt pedantisch.” (p. 29) Abandoning 
blackletter was not extraordinary in linguistics and philology; but the small letters were. 
Lachmann, and Diez in his etymological dictionary, stand out by following Grimm’s ex-
ample; only August Schleicher took the idiosyncracy further by introducing a simplified 
phonetic spelling on top.
63 “Allgemein-logischen begriffen bin ich in der grammatik feind; sie führen scheinbare strenge und 
geschlossenheit der bestimmungen mit sich, hemmen aber die beobachtung, die ich als die seele der 
sprachforschung betrachte. Wer nichts auf wahrnehmungen hält, die mit ihrer factischen gewissheit 
anfangs aller theorie spotten, wird dem unergründlichen sprachgeiste nie nie näher treten.” Deutsche 
Grammatik, 2nd ed. Vol. I, Vorrede, p. vi
64 Deutsche Grammatik 3rd ed. (1840), xiv
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Remarkably enough, something very analogous to Grimm’s Law had been formulated 
a decade before by Cambridge don Walter Whiter, in the first volume of his bombastic 
Etymologicon Universale (1811-25). Whiter stressed the need for strict laws to lift the Art of 
Etymology from the level of arithmetic to that of algebra (and compared himself, in pass-
ing, to Newton). His first Principle of Uniformity is that “In our earliest stages of acquiring 
knowledge, we learn that ‘Inter se Cognatae sunt, Π,B,Φ – K,Γ,X – T,Δ,Θ’ – P,B,F – K,G,Ch 
– T,D,Th ; and that these letters are called Cognate, because they are changed into each 
other in the variations of the same word”.65 For Whiter, this was not a shift from one lan-
guage to the other, but a universal principle that applies to all languages. He then used that 
principle to trace back everything he could find in his modern and ancient dictionaries to 
roots related to earth, that is, words with an R followed by another consonant;66 and so he 
filled several thousand pages with highly erudite science fiction. It makes Whiter the most 
industrious of a group of British authors elaborating universal linguistic schemes in these 
decades ( Jamieson, Hermes Scythicus (1814); Alexander Murray, History of the European 
Languages (1823); Fearn, Anti-Tooke (1824-27)). We can safely assume that Grimm did not 
read him; the analogy with Whiter is relevant nonetheless as another example of identi-
fying ‘sound shift laws’, and as a case of revolutionary rhetoric that invokes a covering-law 
model and draws comparisons to the Scientific Revolution.
Raynouard and Diez: from Provençal Poetry to Romance Linguistics
The development of Romance linguistics and philology follows a similar trajectory to that 
of Germanistik, in that there is a similar intertextual chain of criticism, revision, and con-
tinuation. It involved an 18th-century precedent (La Curne de Sainte-Palaye); the publica-
tion of medieval texts (Raynouard’s Choix des Poésies originales des Troubadours); a crucial 
critique by A.W. Schlegel; and a grammar and dictionary directly modelled on Grimm’s 
at the end of the chain. There are also differences. The origin of the Romance languages 
is not hidden in the dark deeps of time; they stem from Latin. What needed to be recon-
structed was the process by which the modern Romance languages developed from that. 
Raynouard’s hypothesis was that Provençal, as the Romance language with the oldest liter-
ary corpus, provided the key to this. So he reconstructed an Ur-Romance language all the 
same: the language of the 11th-13th-century troubadours is supposed to represent, appar-
ently unchanged, the earlier common ancestor of all Romance languages, an intermediary 
early medieval langue romane, proper name Roman. Raynouard held on to this hypothesis 
until the end of his life and after, in his posthumous Lexique roman ou Dictionnaire de la 
Langue des Troubadours (6 vols., 1836-44), in spite of criticism by Schlegel and others. In 
65 Walter Whiter, Etymologicon Universale; or Universal Etymological Dictionary, Vol. I (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP 1811), Preliminary Discourse, p. 5. In an earlier version of 1800, under the title Etymo-
logicon Magnum, he had more loosely identified the ‘cognate letters’ as “K, C, G, Ch, T, D, Th, S, Z, &c”
66 The full ‘formula’ runs: [ ^R.R.^. --- C,D,G,J,K,Q,S,T,X,Z ], in which ^ presumably stands for an ‘R’ 
sound.
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the process he compiled the first historical-comparative Romance grammar and dictio-
nary, stirring Diez to emulate him, Cornewall Lewis to write a book-length fact-check, and 
A.W. Schlegel to make explicit his ideas about language typology and syntactic change. It is 
a wonderful example of how a wrong hypothesis can lead to unexpected and valid results.
François-Just-Marie Raynouard, born in Aix-en-Provence in 1761, came to scholar-
ship late in life. He was a provincial lawyer-turned-playwright, who increasingly turned to 
scholarly pursuits after being elected to the Académie Française in 1807, the more so after 
one of his plays fell out of favour with Napoleon. The life path from public and literary 
life to scholarly life is one he shares with other scholars of his generation, who came of age 
under the Old Regime, like Volney, Daunou, and Vivant Denon; at the same time, with 
Sacy and Langlès, that generation also includes the first professional French philologists. 
Still, that trajectory sets Raynouard apart from the generations of professional philologists 
that followed.
Like Grimm, Raynouard did not start from scratch. In the middle of the 18th century, 
Jean-Baptiste de la Curne de Sainte-Palaye had transcribed and collated all manuscripts of 
Provençal poetry he could find; with two exceptions, all ‘copies des manuscrits étrangers’ 
listed by Raynouard are from Sainte-Palaye.67 Sainte-Palaye did not, however, use this 
material to prepare a text edition. Instead, the Histoire littéraire des Troubadours (3 vols., 
1774) only contains summaries, excerpts of prose translations, and what was known about 
the life of the poets. The Abbé Millot, who compiled it for Sainte-Palaye, presented them 
as documents of cultural history, not as works of literary merit: they showed how chivalric 
mœurs emerged from barbarism.68 Sainte-Palaye set a precedent for Raynouard in lexico-
graphy as well. With the same zeal with which he had tracked manuscripts, Sainte-Palaye 
had compiled a historical dictionary of French; apart from a prospectus and the first vol-
ume of an edition interrupted by the Revolution,69 it only appeared a century after his 
death (10 vols., 1875-82). For examples of early medieval Latin evolving into Romance, 
Raynouard drew on Muratori‘s early 18th-century collections of medieval writings, which 
thereby unintentionally became a source of linguistic data.70
67 François-Just-Marie Raynouard, Choix des Poésies originales des Troubadours, Vol. I (Paris: Firmin 
Didot 1816), 440-441; described in more detail in Vol. II (1817), CLIV-CLXIV. For La Curne de 
St.-Palaye’s Provençal scholarship, see Lionel Gossmann, Medievalism and the Ideologies of the Enlight-
enment: The World and Work of La Curne de Sainte-Palaye (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press 1968), 
299-324
68 [ Jean-Baptiste de la Curne de St.-Palaye / Claude Millot], Histoire littéraire des Troubadours (Paris: 
Durand 1774), Vol. I, xxviii-xxix. The exact division of labour between Millot and Saint-Palaye is un-
known. J.C.L. Simonde de Sismondi, De la Littérature du Midi de l’Europe (Paris: Treuttel & Würtz 
1813), Vol. I, 80 speaks of 25 folio volumes of materials for the Histoire littéraire compiled by St.-Palaye.
69 La Curne de St.-Palaye, Dictionnaire historique de l'ancien langage françois, ou glossaire de la langue 
françoise depuis son origine jusqu'au siècle de Louis XIV, Vol. I (ed. L. Favre) (Paris: Niort 1875), i. Oddly 
enough, the first volume is not mentioned by Gossman.
70 Both Bouterwek’s review in the Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen 160 (6 October 1817, pp. 1593-98) and 
Cornewall Lewis’s Essay on the Origin and Formation of the Romance Languages (Oxford: Talboys 1835) 
point out Raynouard’s debt to Muratori.
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Only mentioned once in the Choix des Poésies originales des Troubadours, in a foot-
note in Vol. V, is a four-volume work that appeared three years before Raynouard’s first 
volume: Simonde de Sismondi’s De la Littérature du Midi de l’Europe (1813). ‘Midi’, in this 
title, means the Romance-speaking Mediterranean, not just the south of France. Following 
Bouterwek, Sismondi juxtaposes this ‘Romantic’ poetry to the ‘Classical’ model of French 
poetry, and explains the variations in poetic style from differences in national character. 
In this work, the troubadours are treated as the pioneers of the Romantic genre; but Sis-
mondi also calls them ‘ephemeral’ (Vol. I p. 79), ‘monotonous’ (I:194), and ‘limited in their 
imagination’ (I:203). De la Littérature du Midi is, by the author’s own Avertissement, not 
intended as a work of original research; like Bouterwek’s, Sismondi’s work is ambiguous 
between a ‘histoire littéraire’ in the early modern and a history of literature in the modern 
sense. Sismondi neither presents linguistic data nor edits original sources. The process by 
which Latin transformed into Romance is, for him, mainly of interest as a precondition to 
the emergence of modern European literature. In short, Sismondi and Raynouard follow 
different agendas; the fact that Raynouard came from the Provence also might have played 
a role in his greater attention to the language and his pan-Provençal hypothesis.
The Choix des Poésies is much more than a chrestomathy. It incorporates a Gram-
maire romane of the language of the Troubadours (vol. I) and a Grammaire comparée of the 
Romance languages at large (vol. VI), both of which were also published as independent 
books. Also, the first two volumes contain ‘historical proofs’ of the existence of Roman 
(that is, sources using the word), an enquiry concerning its ‘origin and formation’ (that is, 
endings wearing off, the introduction of personal pronouns and auxiliary verbs, and sound 
shifts), essays on courtly love and the existence of ‘cours de l’amour’ (love courts), descrip-
tions of the sources, older texts, and a typology of the genres of troubadour poetry. The 
‘selection of Provençal poetry’ fills volumes III and IV, with addenda and biographies of 
the troubadours in volume V, making it one of the largest corpuses of rediscovered literary 
texts to appear in print. It made Diez wonder why Raynouard did not publish either a 
smaller selection or the whole corpus at once, with variants and annotations, which would 
have been much more useful to further research; the same complaint was uttered by Sis-
mondi.71 They had a point there: it was not a popular edition anyway, and the whole corpus 
is not that much larger.
Like Grimm, Raynouard came to comparative grammar through the study of 
medieval poetry:
L’étude de la langue des troubadours et des autres langues de l’Europe m’ayant convain-
cu que tous ces idiômes étaient forms d’après des analogies communes, et établis sur les 
mêmes principles, je formai le dessein de tracer avec quelque développement la grammaire 
romane, ou la grammaire de la langue des troubadours, que je regarde comme la gram-
maire générale des langues de l’Europe latine.72
71 Friedrich Diez, Die Poesie der Troubadours (Leipzig: Barth 1886 [1826]), xii; Sismondi, Littérature du 
Midi (Paris: Treuttel & Würtz 1829 [1813]) Vol. I, 81-83 (footnote)
72 Raynouard, Grammaire Romane ou Grammaire de la Langue des Troubadours (Paris: Firmin Didot 1816), 10
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And like Grimm, Raynouard sought to identify regularities in language change. 
Raynouard’s hypothesis may seem speculative, but it was not random etymologizing as 
practised a few decades earlier by Gébelin and Horne Tooke. The problem is that there 
is hardly an early medieval Romance corpus; apart from the oaths of Strasburg, the ear-
liest coherent text then known was a late 10th-century Provençal poem on Boethius, and 
everything else came after the Troubadours. So Provençal was the oldest language from 
which a grammar could be reconstructed. Now Raynouard’s premise that all Romance lan-
guages exhibit an analogous trail of development is true: they all compressed or dropped 
endings, and introduced articles, personal pronouns, and auxiliary verbs. But analogous 
Image 26: Comparing the Romance languages. Raynouard, Choix des Poésies originales 
des Troubadours Vol. VI (1821)
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does not mean the same. Raynouard made the same mistake with regard to Provençal that 
was made with regard to Old Gothic a century earlier, and that Friedrich Schlegel made 
with regard to Sanskrit: he mistook the oldest for the ancestor. 
Raynouard did three things to prove his hypothesis. He browsed Muratori, and the 
old charters in the Bibliothèque du Roy, for ‘roman’ varieties and phrases in the Latin text. 
He reconstructed a Provençal grammar – which was, by general agreement of his critics, an 
impressive achievement, especially, as A.W. Schlegel emphasized, given the highly artificial 
poetic jargon of the Troubadours.73 And he drew up a comparative grammar which follows 
the structure of the Grammaire romane, and which identifies, in the long discours prélimi-
naire, a long list of regularities in sound change. Most of these are formulated in phrases of 
the form ‘A roman changé en AI français’ [or espagnol/italien/portugais, with 
other sounds]. They are, however, not ‘laws’; Raynouard presents them as shifts that ‘often 
happen’ or ‘also take place’. 
There was no revision between the Provençal and the comparative grammar: in spite 
of criticism, Raynouard held on to his original outline. The comparative grammar, howev-
er, made his hypothesis much more falsifiable, as it explicitly posited sound shifts from ‘Ro-
man’ to French, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese. This made at least one reviewer change 
his mind. In July 1817 Pierre Daunou, reviewing the first volume in the Journal des Savants, 
writes that “les textes rapprochés par M. Raynouard ne pouvent laisser aucune doute”.74 
In February 1823, reviewing the last volume, he politely ‘does not dare to decide’ whether a 
common post-Latin idiom existed, and regrets that the Grammaire comparative does not 
contain a chapter on syntax.75
August Wilhelm Schlegel expressed his reservations more explicitly and more elab-
orately already in 1818, in a small booklet called Observations sur la Langue et la Littérature 
provençales. Schlegel professed himself ‘not convinced’ (p. 39), and argued that the similar-
ity between the Romance languages can be much better explained as a continuum of dia-
lects: “Les mêmes facultés, les mêmes besoins, agissant dans les circonstances pareilles, ont 
produit des grammaires analogues” (p. 55). All the same, Schlegel found much to commend 
in the Choix des Poésies originales des Troubadours: they opened up a whole new corpus to 
philological research; by tracing the origins of the Romance language, they also provided 
new insight into early medieval culture; they were an example of “l’erudition aussi éten-
due que solide, la critique lumineuse, la méthode vraiment philosophique” (p. 4). Other 
scholars should follow this example: “Pour faire avancer la philologie du moyen âge, il faut 
y appliquer les principes de la philologie classique” (p. 62). By that token, putting medieval 
poetry on a par with the classics as an object of study, Schlegel followed the same agenda 
as Grimm of constructing a rival antiquity. 
Most importantly, for August Wilhelm, the shift from Latin to Romance was a par-
ticularly good case study of a problem left open by his brother Friedrich: the loss of origi-
73 A.W. Schlegel, Observations sur la Langue et la  Littérature provençales (Paris: Libraire Grec-
que-Latine-Allemande 1818), 4-5
74 Pierre Daunou, review of Choix des Poésies Vol. I, Journal des Savants, July 1817, 440-445: 441
75 Daunou, review of Choix des Poésies Vol. VI, Journal des Savants, February 1823, 77-92: 89, 91
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nal grammatical ‘purity’. At that point, Friedrich had effectively abandoned linguistics, and 
August Wilhelm, who had meanwhile made a name for himself as a Shakespeare transla-
tor and literary historian, was taking over. Friedrich had ‘explained’ the process as a slow 
mechanical corruption of original revelation; August Wilhelm, in his 1818/19 lectures on 
the history of the German language, still adhered to that notion of divine origin.76 But in 
the Observations, he also refined Friedrich’s sketchy definition of ‘inflection’, while possibly 
drawing on insights from Adam Smith, into a typology still in use today.77 That typology 
distinguished between two types of inflecting languages: analytic languages that use per-
sonal pronouns and articles, and synthetic languages that merge person, number, gender, 
and grammatical role into the verb and noun. Both are set apart, as in Über Sprache und 
Weisheit der Indier, from “les langues sans aucune structure grammaticale” and “les langues 
qui employent des affixes”;78 and although Schlegel expresses only a mild preference for 
synthetic languages, the typology is unmistakably hierarchical. 
Schlegel describes the shift from synthetic to analytic as a result from the blending 
of Latin and Germanic, through which grammatical purity was lost. In modern terms, 
one would call it a process of creolization; Sismondi had drawn the comparison to the 
Creole languages a few years before, in his Littérature du Midi.79 Schlegel did not further 
pursue Romance studies after the Observations, although he refers to materials collected 
for a study of Old French; in the same year (1818), he accepted a professorship in Bonn and 
devoted himself mainly to Sanskrit. Diez became his colleague there in 1822. In his Die 
Poesie der Troubadours (1826), dedicated to A.W. Schlegel, Diez deplored that Schlegel had 
turned to other subjects.80
Diez, like Grimm and Raynouard, came to linguistics through the study of literature. 
It started as a fact-check on Raynouard: in 1825, he published the first and only volume of 
his Beiträge zur Kenntniß der romantischen Poesie, entirely devoted to the question whether 
the troubadours were judged in mock ‘cours d’amour’ (love courts). After sorting out the 
sources for these Minnehöfe, Diez dispels them as a hoax from the later Middle Ages. In-
stead of continuing the Beiträge, Diez then reworked his material into a general introduc-
76 A.W. Schlegel, Geschichte der deutschen Sprache und Poesie (ed. J. Körner) (Berlin: Behr 1913), 30
77 Adam Smith, Dissertation on the Origin of Languages (1761; appended to the third edition of the The-
ory of Moral Sentiments (London: Millar 1767)); A.W. Schlegel only mentions Smith, whose Disserta-
tion was translated in French together with the first part of Über Sprache und Weisheit der Indier, in a 
footnote. Eugenio Coseriu states: “Alle Sprachtypologische Ideen von Smith kehren bei August Wil-
helm Schlegel in dessen Observations wieder” (“Adam Smith und die Anfänge der Sprachtypologie”, in 
H. Brekle & L. Lipka (eds.), Wortbildung, Syntax und Morphologie (Den Haag: Mouton 1968), 45-54: 
50). August Pott had made a similar point about Smith and Friedrich Schlegel in Wilhelm von Hum-
boldt und die Sprachwissenschaft (1876). Cf. Armin Schwegler, Analyticity and Syntheticity: A diachronic 
prespective with special reference to Romance languages (Berlin/New York 1990), ch. 1; Jean Rousseau, 
“La Naissance de la Typologie chez P.E. du Ponceau et A.W. Schlegel (1816-1819)” in S. Auroux et al. 
(eds.), Matériaux pour une Histoire des Théories linguistiques (Lille: Presses Universitaires 1984)
78 Schlegel, Observations, 14
79 Sismondi, Littérature du Midi (1813), 20-21; Cornewall Lewis devotes an approving long footnote to it 
in his Essay, 23
80 Diez, Die Poesie der Troubadours (Leipzig: Barth 1883 [1826]), xiii
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tion (Die Poesie der Troubadours), and a compendium of biographies (Leben und Werke der 
Troubadours, 1829). The first offers, like Raynouard’s Vol. II, a typology of the poetic forms 
and genres; the second, like Millot, biographies with translated excerpts. In comparison 
with Raynouard’s, the typology of Diez is more condensed: where Raynouard presents the 
different genres (canzon, sirvente, etc.) through examples, Diez attempts a more rigid taxo-
nomy with subdivisions. In contrast to Millot, Diez puts the works of the troubadours in 
historical context precisely in order to emphasize their literary merit; the verse translations 
are intended to stir an interest in and convey an impression of the original, for which he 
refers back to Raynouard. There is, accordingly, a greater distance between the source text 
and the target text with Diez than there is with Raynouard and Millot: his literary analysis 
forms a separate layer of text, while samples of and references to the original texts of the 
Troubadours are relegated to the footnotes.
The Grammatik der Romanischen Sprachen follows Grimm’s Grammatik in outline, 
progressing from phonetics via morphology to syntax. There is only one reference to 
Grimm, without mentioning his name, on the first page: “Die Bedeutung der historischen 
Grammatik hat sich neuerlich durch ihre eben so gelehrte als sinnvolle Anwendung auf 
die deutschen Sprachen erst recht hervorgehoben”. Raynouard is not mentioned in this 
work at all. With a pretended neutrality that both acknowledges his debt to predecessors 
and declares them obsolete, Diez explains the absence of references: “was ich gefunden, 
habe ich der Grammatik zu Gute kommen lassen ohne es als das von mir Gefundene zu 
bezeichnen; da der Leser auf Sachen, nicht auf Personen zu sehen hat”.81 A main difference 
with Grimm is that Diez deals with mixed languages, and so, in the Lautlehre, he identifies 
the basic sounds of several source languages: Latin, Greek, Germanic, as well as the cor-
responding sounds in the Romance languages. With regard to morphology, Diez adopts 
Grimm’s distinction between three types of word formation: Flexion (i.e. declination and 
conjugation), Ableitung, Zusammensetzung. But he reformulates Grimm’s distinction in 
that he groups the last two together as Wortbildung, in opposition to Wortbiegung. In the 
first edition, Diez presents two tables of consonant shifts in the Romanic languages, one of 
single and one of paired consonants, but is not very outspoken about the epistemic status 
of these regularities. One particular set of sound shifts in Provençal terminals is presented 
as a ‘Grundsatz’, a key to Romanic sound shifts in general, appearing more consistently in 
Provençal than in other Romance languages; but that ‘Grundsatz’ is dropped in the second 
edition.82 The foreword of the Etymologisches Wörterbuch (1853) is much more explicit on 
this. It describes the task of etymology as tracing back a word to its origins, and this can 
only be done scientifically with the help of lautgesetze. Also, Diez stressed, one could only 
achieve “wissenschaftlich sichere urteile” by taking into account “den gesamten wortvorrath 
der sprache bis in ihre mundarten”83 – a principle that went against both Raynouard’s hy-
pothesis of a shared origin and Grimm’s focus on written languages. After the etymological 
81 Diez, Grammatik der romanischen Sprachen (Leipzig: Barth 1836-44), Vol. I, iv
82 Ibid., 250-261 (“Bemerkungen zu den Konsonanten”). The Grundsatz is on pp. 250-251, the two tables 
are on pp. 252-253, 260. Cf. 2nd ed. (Bonn: Weber 1856), Vol. I, 268-284
83 Diez, Etymologisches Wörterbuch der romanischen Sprachen (Bonn: Marcus 1887 [1853]), vii-viii
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dictionary, Diez completely revised his tables in the Grammatik and restructured some of 
his material for the second edition – but nothing quite as drastic as Grimm. Although 
Diez only used Grimmian spelling (no capitals) in the etymological dictionary, it is an il-
lustration of the degree to which he had internalized Grimm’s example as a model of scien-
tificality; more fundamentally, the notion of sound shift laws, as put forward in the third 
edition of Grimm’s Grammatik, had now become the hallmark of proper linguistic science.
Incorporating the Paper Trail
Some books are in themselves documents of the self-correcting process, in that they incor-
porate the paper trail that led to this result. Two prestigious examples are Champollion’s 
Précis du système hiéroglyphique des anciens Égyptiens (1824), in which he gives the first full 
elaboration of his decipherment of hieroglyphs, and Eugène Burnouf ’s Commentaire sur le 
Yaçna (1833), which redoes Anquetil-Duperron’s translation of the Zend-Avesta and final-
ly settles all remaining doubts about its authenticity. Similarities with Champollion, and 
elements from Burnouf, can be discerned in the paper in which Henry Creswicke Raw-
linson presents his decipherment of Persian cuneiform (1846-49). A less epoch-making, 
but more elaborate example of the same strategy is I.A. Blackwell’s 1847 edition of Mallet’s 
Northern Antiquities, an updated version of Bishop Percy’s translation of Charles-Edmé 
Mallet’s translation of the Prose Edda. In all these works, incorporating and commenting 
upon previous texts serves as a strategy of legitimation, albeit to different ends: Champol-
lion defends the primacy of his discoveries, Burnouf the authenticity of his source text, and 
Blackwell the achievements of ‘the German school of philology’.
Champollion’s clue to the decipherment of hieroglyphs were the names of kings and 
queens, which were indicated by a cartouche around them. The Rosetta stone, in the Greek 
text, repeatedly refers to King Ptolemy; English polymath Thomas Young, hypothesizing 
that this corresponded to the recurrent framed set of hieroglyphs in the Egyptian text, 
extrapolated from this to a first tentative reading for 32 names of Egyptian kings in his 1819 
Egypt article for the Encyclopaedia Britannica.84 Champollion compared the same cartou-
che to a cartouche from an obelisk, which also bore in Greek the name of Cleopatra (not 
the famous and last one; there were seven Cleopatras). He then identified a match between 
two consecutive signs, from which he inferred that these stood for LE in Cleopatra and 
Ptolemy.85 Working from that, he arrived at a reading of Greek names as transcribed in 
hieroglyphs; which was the result he communicated in his famous 1822 ‘lettre à M. Dacier’. 
It was essentially the same method as applied earlier by Grotefend to cuneiform, who had 
identified the probable sign for ‘king’ because it recurred at the beginning of each inscrip-
84 Thomas Young, “Egypt”, Encyclopaedia Britannica Supplement Vol. IV (Edinburgh: Constable 1823 
[1819]), 38-74: pl. lxxxiv-lxxxv; cf. Young, An Account of Some Recent Discoveries in Hieroglyphical Lit-
erature and Egyptian Antiquities (London: Murray 1823)
85 Jean-François Champollion, “Lettre à Dacier”, incorporated as ch. 2 in the second edition of Précis du 
système hiéroglyphique des anciens Égyptiens (Paris: Treuttel & Würtz 1828 [1824]), 47-49
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tion, and then the names of Xerxes and Darius. But the example of Grotefend, who had 
made these discoveries in 1802, also shows that this was not enough to solve the puzzle; 
twenty years later, the decipherment of cuneiform had not progressed further.86
The Précis is a massive improvement upon Champollion’s first findings. It describes 
the Egyptian alphabet at large, not just as it was used in transcriptions of Greek names. 
86 Cf. Archibald Sayce, The Archaeology of the Cuneiform Inscriptions (London: Society for Promoting 
Christian Knowledge 1908), ch. 1, “The Decipherment of the Cuneiform Inscriptions”. Grotefend’s 
findings were published as an appendix to the third volume of Heeren’s Ideen (1815) (cf. chapter 3)
Image 27: “Je tiens l’affaire!”: Champollion puts his readings of hieroglyphs 
next to those of Thomas Young. Précis du Système hiéroglyphique (1824)
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It proves that it is a phonetic alphabet, but that the icons also have figurative (a lion = a 
lion) and symbolic (brush = writing) meanings. It distinguishes between the hieroglyphic, 
hieratic, and demotic alphabets and describes the relations between them, laid down in 
a taxonomic table. After that publication things went fast. In the second edition (1828), 
Champollion thanks King Charles X for creating an Egyptian Museum at the Louvre and 
making him director; in the same year, he went on a French-Tuscan expedition to Egypt, 
essentially to redo the work of the Description de l’Égypte now that the inscriptions on the 
monuments could be read. Before his early death four years later, he compiled an Egyptian 
grammar (a massive and extremely expensive folio volume, as all the hieroglyphs had to be 
reproduced from his drawings), a vocabulary, and four volumes of Monuments de l’Egypte 
et de la Nubie, all published posthumously by his brother.
In the Précis, the logic of exposition follows the logic of discovery. The first chapter 
recounts the history of the study of hieroglyphs, from Athanasius Kircher’s 17th-century 
confabulations about the ‘Egyptian wisdom’ engraved on the obelisks of Rome to Sacy’s 
and Åkerblad’s first fruitful observations on the demotic text on the Rosetta stone. But 
most of the chapter is devoted to his rival Thomas Young, pointing out both the virtues 
and the defects of his rendering in a table which compared Young’s version and Cham-
pollion’s. The second chapter, in the second edition, reproduces his open letter to Dacier. 
On that basis, chapters III-VIII describe the different uses and meanings of hieroglyphs; 
sections of chapter IX describe how hieratic script is directly derived from hieroglyphs, 
and demotic an independent, simplified and abstracted version of that. This order of pres-
entation makes the process of discovery accessible to the reader, and thereby also makes it 
easier to understand the outcomes; it also, implicitly, presents the Précis itself as the logical 
outcome. It is a very elegant way of claiming primacy and silencing his opponents.
Two decades later, Rawlinson’s paper on The Persian Cuneiform Inscription at Behistun 
shows a similar paper trail, though less linear. Rawlinson had transcribed the greater part 
of the monumental trilingual Behistun inscription in 1836, hewn out in the rocks 60 me-
tres above the ground; but he wanted to communicate to the Royal Asiatic Society some 
kind of finished result, and in the next ten years, he was working on the inscription’s three 
languages simultaneously, most of that time interrupted by his duties as an officer and the 
general disturbance of the Afghan war, while in Europe, Christian Lassen and Eugène 
Burnouf were also improving upon Grotefend’s transliteration hypotheses with less copi-
ous material. Also, communications with Baghdad and Kandahar, where he was stationed, 
took up to half a year. In the end, his paper took up two whole volumes (X-XI, 1846-49) 
of the RAS journal, which notified its readers that
The order in which the several communications from Major Rawlinson have been re-
ceived by the Society, and the desire to expedite their publication have in some degree reg-
ulated the arrangement which has been adopted in the following pages. The Inscription 
itself, its transcript in Roman letters, the literal interlinear translation in Latin, the subse-
quent English version, and Notes upon the Text of the Inscription, have been printed as 
the preliminary matter which forms the subject of the following dissertations.
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This ‘preliminary matter’, in other words, already contained the material from two deliv-
eries, in which the second corrected the first and switched from translating into Latin to 
translating into English. The ‘following dissertations’ begin with an earlier version of his 
paper drafted in 1839 (pp. 3-13), giving an “outline of the origin and early course of the 
discovery” and substantiating Rawlinson’s claim to have reached results at that point “dif-
fering in no material respect from the analytical translations which are now submitted”.87 
Between pages 52-53, there is a “Comparative Table of the Persian Cuneiform Alphabet, ac-
cording to the different systems of interpretation”, in which the renderings of each charac-
ter by Grotefend, Burnouf, Lassen and others are put in chronological order, ending with 
Rawlinson’s own. The influence of Burnouf ’s Commentaire sur le Yaçna, which he received 
in 1838, can be seen from his comparisons of Old Persian with Avestan and Sanskrit, and 
in his sentence-by-sentence analysis of the Persian Behistun text in chapter IV.
Burnouf ’s Commentaire sur le Yaçna is a more extensive intertextual construct. The 
text on which it comments is itself an intertextual puzzle: a fragment of the corpus of 
Avestan texts attributed to Zoroaster, it was written in an extinct language, which had 
to be deciphered from defective Middle Persian (Pahlavi) and Sanskrit translations. It 
was part of a larger sub-corpus, translated by Anquetil-Duperron as the Zend-Avesta. As 
described in chapter 3, Anquetil-Duperron’s 1771 translation had been subject to debates 
about the authenticity of both text and translation since its publication. In 1826, then re-
cently returned from travels in Persia, Rasmus Rask wrote a tract Über das Alter und die 
Echtheit der Zend-Sprache und des Zend-Avesta,88 in which he argued that the text was 
87 Henry Rawlinson, The Persian Cuneiform Inscription at Behistun, deciphered and translated ( Journal of 
the Royal Asiatic Society X-XI) (London: Parker 1846 [1847]-1849), 2
88 Original title Om Zendsprogets og Zendavestas Ælde og Ægthed (Copenhagen: Det Skandinaviske 
Literaturselskabs Skrifter 1826). Translated in the same year by Friedrich von der Hagen.
Image 28: General view of the sculptures at Behistun. Rawlinson, The Persian Cuneiform 
Inscription at Behistun (1846-49)
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indeed genuine, but that almost all letters of the Zend alphabet were rendered wrongly 
by Anquetil, who mainly followed the later Pahlavi renderings instead of correcting them. 
Burnouf, who had undertaken the study of Avestan in order to compare it with Sanskrit, 
took Rask’s observations further.
Burnouf ’s Commentaire treats the Zoroastric text with a minuteness to match the 
most detailed Biblical and classical editions. The entire body text – 592 quarto pages, and 
cxcii pages of notes and elucidations – is devoted to the initial invocation and the first 
chapter, that is, to the first 13 pages of Anquetil’s main source manuscript. This is more 
than a simple update to Anquetil’s translation; Burnouf ’s intent is not so much to trans-
Image 29: Transcript and interlinear Latin translation of the Behistun inscription. Rawlinson, The 
Persian Cuneiform Inscription at Behistun (1846-49)
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late a text as to open up a new area to philologie comparée. The Commentaire accompanies 
a lithographic reproduction of the main manuscript, which was delayed for several years 
because the lithographer died halfway, and only was completed in 1841. Although Burnouf 
had planned a second volume of commentary, and even speaks of three volumes in a letter 
to Bopp,89 it cannot possibly have been his plan to subject the whole text to the same treat-
ment; with some modesty, he later describes it as ‘just an essai’.90 
As it is, the Commentaire is the most extensive application of comparative grammar 
to text edition. Each section begins with a fragment of the Zend-Avestan text, and the 
same passage in Anquetil and a 15th-century Sanskrit translation. Burnouf then compares 
and corrects the different renderings, occasionally even scrutinizing grammatical errors 
in the Sanskrit (which was apparently written by a Persian), and discusses at length each 
problematic or otherwise noteworthy word or phrase. The commentary is preceded by a 
115-page tract on the Zend alphabet and its corresponding sounds, which should enable 
the reader both to read the further manuscript and to draw comparisons with Sanskrit. 
A grammar and dictionary is lacking, which could have been easily made if the Pahlavi 
and Sanskrit translations had been reliable; but since they are not, so many uncertainties 
remain that Burnouf finds himself instead compelled to the much more painstaking word-
by-word analysis. All the same, Burnouf calls the grammar of Zend “aussi rigoureusement 
fixée que celle du sanscrit”,91 and aligns himself with Bopp’s programme by referring to him 
approvingly nearly a hundred times.
The most intricate intertextual puzzle of all is Mallet’s Northern Antiquities. The basis 
of the text is (1) Snorri Sturluson’s 13th-century Prose Edda, a story that integrates sagas 
from the earlier Poetic Edda. That text was (2) translated into French (from a 17th-century 
Latin edition) by Paul Henri Mallet for an introduction to a history of Denmark in 1755, 
then (3) translated into English by Bishop Percy (of Reliques of Ancient Poetry) in 1770, and 
(4) substantially corrected by one I.A. Blackwell for an 1847 re-edition, which was repeat-
edly reprinted until WW I. At each stage, new comments and comments upon comments 
agglutinated, and parts deemed outdated were left out. The actual text of the Prose Edda 
fills only 65 of 575 pages in the 1847 edition. The rest is, in sequence: Bishop Percy’s preface, 
Blackwell’s comments on Percy’s preface, Mallet’s introduction, Blackwell’s additions to 
Mallet’s introduction, comments on Norse mythology by Blackwell, notes by Mallet and 
Percy, a postscript with newly discovered Eddic texts in translation by Walter Scott, and a 
glossary and index by Blackwell.
Why did Blackwell bother to re-edit a century-old and admittedly outdated edition? 
After all, the original Old Norse/Icelandic text had been published by Rask as Snorra-Ed-
da in 1818, and an English translation directly from that text had appeared in 1842. No 
mention is made of this recent new translation. Blackwell devotes exactly one sentence to 
89 Eugène Burnouf to Franz Bopp, 6 December 1831, in Choix de Lettres d’Eugène Burnouf, 1825-1852 [ed. 
L. Burnouf-Delisle] (Paris: Champion 1891), 122
90 Burnouf to Christian Lassen, 5 July 1834, Ibid., 132
91 Burnouf, Commentaire sur le Yaçna, l'un des livres religieux des Parses (Paris: Imprimerie Royale 1833), 
Avant-Propos, p. xiv
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Image 30: Deciphering Zoroaster. From top to bottom: Avestan text; Sanskrit translation; Anquetil - 
Duperron’s translation; Burnouf ’s commentary and notes. Burnouf, Commentaire sur le Yaçna (1833)
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his motives, on the first page: “[the editor] has endeavoured, by unremitting attention and 
diligent research, to make this one of the most complete works on Northern Antiquities 
hitherto published”. Mallet’s Northern Antiquities brings no remarkably new philological 
method to the translation; it should be read as a contribution to cultural history rather 
than textual scholarship. For Blackwell, apparently, the work of Mallet and Percy still had 
scholarly validity in spite of badly needing revision; and no matter how ‘laborious’ Black-
well’s own task as an editor, revising Mallet’s and Percy’s ideas about ancient Germanic 
language and culture was more efficient than writing the whole thing anew.
Accordingly, Mallet’s Northern Antiquities becomes a document of shifts in scholarly 
method. Mallet, in 1755, had started from two assumptions that in retrospect are plain mis-
takes: that all European tribes were of ‘Celtic’ origin, and that Odin, the chief deity in the 
Eddic pantheon, was a deified and distorted representation of a historical figure. Bishop 
Percy debunked the first assumption. Borrowing a diagram from Hickes’ massive Thesau-
rus (1703), and samples from a 1715 collection of Paternosters, he pointed out that Celtic 
and ‘Gothic’ [Germanic] are two different groups of languages – and that Finnish and 
Basque, for that matter, were part of neither. Blackwell, in turn, gives a substantial update 
on this. First, he explains how much philology has changed through “the works of Rask, 
Schlegel, Grimm, Klaproth, Bopp, Arndt, and other eminent writers of the German school 
of philology” (p. 24; Blackwell does not use the word ‘linguistics’). Next, Blackwell asks to 
what extent ‘linguistic families’ and ‘varieties of the human species’ overlap, and illustrates 
this with a typology of the ‘Germanic’ and ‘Celtic’ races, population numbers, and a new set 
of language samples, this time mainly drawn from Mithridates. Although he makes some 
caveats that race and language are not identical, and that especially psychological charac-
teristics can often be ascribed to other factors than ‘race’, the outcome is that he treats the 
Edda as a document of the Germanic character.
At each stop on the paper trail, editing is also an act of appropriation. This already 
starts with Snorri, whose preface and postscript Christianize his pagan tales; Mallet, Percy, 
and Blackwell leave out these ‘absurdities’. For Mallet, the Edda is a document of the first 
settlement of Scandinavia, with Odin as a transmogrified founder figure; and therefore, in 
spite of all its distortions, part of the history of Denmark he is writing. Percy, in renaming 
them “Northern Antiquities”, puts these tales in the domain of the antiquarian, although 
he does not explicitly dismiss them as sources of historical events. For Blackwell, they are 
mythology; but as ‘Northern Antiquities’, in his reading of ‘Northern’, they are also more 
than a bit English.
In bringing the interpretation of the Edda up to date, Blackwell’s comments not only 
incorporate the publication history, but also the reception history, and even something of 
the history of Nordic philology at large. There are two predecessors in this field on whom 
Blackwell’s judgement is particularly harsh. The first is John Jamieson, the compiler of 
a pioneer etymological dictionary of the Scots dialect (1808) and the author of Hermes 
Scythicus: Or, The Radical Affinities of the Greek and Latin Languages to the Gothic (1814). 
This latter work, an attempt to trace back Romanic and Germanic languages to their 
common ‘Scythian’ ancestor, is denounced in a footnote as an example of British authors 
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who “manage to lag half a century behind their continental brethren” (p. 20). The second, 
Icelandic-Danish philologist Finn Magnusen (or Finnur Magnussón), gets a more mixed 
treatment. He is referred to more than twenty times in the text, sometimes praised for his 
learned observations and excellent Lexicon Mythologicum, but more often criticized for his 
“ludicrous conjectural etymologies” (p. 541), his spurious interpretation of some “lapidary 
scrawls” in Massachusetts as ‘Runic inscriptions’ (pp. 262-263), his “groundless assumption” 
of a deeper underlying metaphysical system to Nordic mythology (p. 506), and his reading 
of ‘alfadir’ (allfather), one of the epithets of Odin, as both a proto-Christian sign and as 
an astronomical synonym for Aries (pp. 488-489). In short, Magnusen’s four-volume Ed-
dalaeren (1824-26) “will not stand the test of a rigorous criticism” (p. 477). By that token, 
Blackwell at once disavows Magnusen’s Danish and Icelandic claims to the Edda in favour 
Image 31: Comparative table of the Persian cuneiform alphabet. Rawlinson, The Persian Cuneiform Inscrip-
tion at Behistun (1846-49)
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of a pan-Germanic ownership and rejects wider-ranging, cross-cultural mythological com-
parisons as speculative.
Blackwell also makes a distinction between various ways of explaining myths. The 
most plausible is the ‘ethnological’, in which “myths are the mere allegorical accounts of the 
feuds and dissensions of rival races”. On the other hand, the ‘historical’ method – which 
“presupposes an historical Odin, an historical Jupiter, an historical Osiris, &c.” – “is, in 
our opinion, too absurd to merit the slightest attention” (p. 478). But equally, a ‘physical’ 
or ‘astronomical’ reading of myths as a barbarian way of explaining the world is defec-
tive, because by the time a nation has reached the level of sophistication to transform its 
mythology into metaphysical doctrine, it is already passing out of the mythological stage. 
Hence Blackwell’s criticism of Magnusen. It must be noted, however, that Blackwell does 
not say anything critical about Rasmus Rask, who for him is the main representative of a 
‘modern’ approach in Nordic studies, even though Rask, at least in the Undersögelske, still 
believed in an historical Odin. 
Incorporating the paper trail, like Champollion, Burnouf, and Blackwell were doing, 
still results in a somewhat redacted account – as when Champollion did not mention some 
of his own earlier faulty hypotheses in the Précis. But even in a redacted form, it illustrates 
the Gleichzeitigkeit des Unzeitgleichen inherent in any scholarly text that draws upon earlier 
material. At the same time, in each case, the paper trail is incorporated in order to sub-
stantiate the author’s epistemic claims, tracing a trajectory from speculation to scrutable 
judgement. This is almost literally what Rawlinson writes of his comparative table:
The table […] in which I have arranged the different alphabetical systems adopted by 
both continental scholars and by myself, will give a general view of their relative condi-
tions of accuracy, and, supposing the correctness of my own alphabet to be verified by the 
test of my translations, it will also show that the progress of discovery has kept pace pretty 
uniformly with the progress of inquiry.92
Extending the Comparative View
On 12 January 1819, Peter du Ponceau read a report on The General Character and Forms of 
the Languages of the American Indians before the American Philosophical Society in Phila-
delphia. After gathering what grammars and vocabularies of Northern American languag-
es he could find, and taking “a bird’s eye view of the whole”, Du Ponceau presented “three 
propositions or rather questions”: 
1. That the American languages in general are rich in words and in grammatical forms, and 
that in their complicated construction, the greatest order, method and regularity prevail.
2. That these complicated forms, which I call polysynthetic, appear to exist in all those lan-
guages, from Greenland to Cape Horn.
92 Rawlinson, The Persian Cuneiform Inscription at Behistun, 3
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3. That these forms appear to differ essentially from those of the ancient and modern lan-
guages of the old hemisphere.93
The most important printed source that Du Ponceau drew on were volumes III.2 and III.3 
(1813-16) of the Mithridates, “that excellent work ably commenced by the late Professor 
Adelung, and no less ably continued by our learned associate Professor Vater […] which 
I do not hesitate to call the most astonishing philological collection that the world had 
ever seen”.94 Du Ponceau even literally mimicked Adelung when he stated that he “had 
no favourite hypothesis or theory to support” (p. xviii). Apart from the Mithridates, Du 
Ponceau’s main sources were in manuscript. Particularly he relied upon the work of two 
Moravian missionaries, with whom he had corresponded: the late Rev. Zeisberger, who 
had compiled, among other grammars and dictionaries, a seven-volume Onondagisches 
Wörterbuch; and Rev. John Heckewelder, whose Account of the History, Manners and Cus-
toms of the Indian Nations immediately followed upon Du Ponceau’s report in the Pro-
ceedings. Heckewelder and the Moravian Brethren contributed a further set of language 
materials. Thomas Jefferson, the erstwhile president of the Philosophical Society, donated 
his own collection, including the remnants of his project for a comparative vocabulary, 
partly destroyed by accident.
Vater had already stressed, against Friedrich Schlegel and others, that the American 
languages were not ‘primitive’; Du Ponceau’s first proposition formulates it more succinctly. 
But the most innovative part of his report is the term polysynthetic. Du Ponceau defines 
the “polysynthetic construction of language” as “that in which the greatest number of ideas 
are comprised in the least number of words” (p. xxx); that is, a language that both inflects, 
agglutinates, and merges words into single-word expressions that sometimes contain an 
entire sentence. This is why the Onandaga vocabulary employed by his Moravian inform-
ants is so huge: it has to deal somehow with compound terms in which the individual com-
ponents can only be discerned with difficulty, and so becomes a phrase book in the shape of 
a dictionary. Du Ponceau’s report gives no salient examples of this; in his 1835 Volney Prize 
essay on the same subject, he dissects a few sample sentences like the West Greenlandic 
Inuit phrase Aulisariartorasuarpok, “Il s’est hâté d’aller pêcher”.95
Now how does Du Ponceau’s contribution to linguistic taxonomy relate to that of the 
Schlegel brothers, and to comparative-historical linguistics at large? Du Ponceau does not 
refer to either one of the Schlegels. The Observations came out only a few months before 
his report, and on the other side of the Atlantic; and Du Ponceau had already used the 
term polysynthetic in earlier correspondence with Heckewelder;96 so it cannot have been 
meant as a correction or an emendation to A.W. Schlegel’s analytic/synthetic distinction. 
Moreover, Du Ponceau means something different by analytic: for Schlegel that is a subdi-
93 Du Ponceau, “Report […] of the General Character and Forms of the Languages of the American In-
dians”, Transactions of the historical and literary committee of the American Philosophical Society I (1819), 
xvii-l: xxiii
94 Ibid., xix. Neither Adelung nor Vater were, in fact, professors. 
95 Du Ponceau, Mémoire, 92
96 In the same volume of A.P.S. Transactions (1819), 401
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vision of inflecting languages, while for Du Ponceau it applies to all languages that express 
meanings in isolated parts rather than grammatical compounds. One of his examples is 
Chinese, which Schlegel calls isolating. Du Ponceau’s taxonomy is evidently comparative, in 
that he identifies grammatical regularities and language families; but it is not historical, for 
the sheer lack of indigenous written record. ‘Philology’, as he puts it into practice, is linked 
to ethnology rather than to textual scholarship. When he elaborated his ideas further in 
the work that won him the Volney Prize in 1835, Mémoire sur le système grammatical des 
langues de quelques nations Indiennes de l’Amerique du Nord, he admitted that there could be 
no ‘etymology’ of Indian expressions in the normal sense:
Il ne peut pas s’agir ci de langues-mères ni de langues-filles, car sur plus de soixante 
idiomes ou dialectes qui composent ou ont, il n’y a pas encore long-temps, composé ce que 
nous appelons la famille algonquine, comment peut-on connaître celles qui ont précédé 
les autres?97
Accordingly, Du Ponceau does not employ genealogical tables, identify sound shift laws, 
or reconstruct ur-forms, like typical works of historical-comparative grammar would do. 
Even in that later work, he refers only passingly to developments in ‘the comparative study 
of languages’ in ‘Germany and some other northern countries’, and that only to assert that 
France, the country of ‘Arnaud, Lancelot, Dumarsais, De Brosses, Beauzée, Gébelin, and 
Condillac’ sure had its own contribution to make (pp. 7-8). Du Ponceau had been secretary 
to Gébelin at age 16-17, before crossing the Atlantic in 1777 to fight in the War of Indepen-
dence, and still pays homage to him 60 years later. That does not imply that Du Ponceau 
still endorsed Gébelin’s agenda – he explicitly takes distance from both “la récherche de la 
langue primitive” and “l’invention d’une langue philosophique” (p. 25) – but together with 
the New World experience, it may have made him more sensitive to the inherent value of 
aboriginal languages than most of his text-oriented contemporaries. Faced with the fun-
damental differences between American and Eurasian languages, he rejects grammaire 
générale as an impossible idea;98 but he holds on to the idea of the structure of language as a 
mirror of human understanding, and of the science of language as that of the progress and 
development of l’esprit humain (pp. 12-13). That may seem like a rudiment from 18th-cen-
tury study of language, if not from Idéologie;99 but Pott and Humboldt held the same idea.
Wilhelm von Humboldt, who was in correspondence with Du Ponceau from 1821 
until his death, pursued a similar project. Über die Kawi-Sprache auf der Insel Java (3 vols., 
97 Mémoire, 105. The committee that awarded Du Ponceau the Volney Prize included Burnouf, Sacy, 
and Destutt de Tracy.
98 “Le premier fait qui frappe nos yeux en examinant les langues de l’Amérique, et en les comparant avec 
celles de l’ancien monde, est qu’il n’y a point et qu’il ne peut pas y avoir de grammaire générale, c’est-à-
dire de système grammatical applicable à toutes les langues.” (p. 53)
99 Cf. Pierre Swiggers, “Refraction et dépassement de l’Idéologie aux États-Unis; le cas de Peter S. Du 
Ponceau”, in B. Schieben-Lange et al. (eds.), Europäische Sprachwissenschaft um 1800 (Münster: No-
dus 1994), 39-64; “L’étude comparative des langues vers 1830: Humboldt, Du Ponceau, Klaproth et le 
baron de Mérian”, in D. Droixhe & C. Grell (eds.), La Linguistique entre Mythe et Histoire (Münster: 
Nodus 1993), 275-295
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1836-39) is now mainly remembered for its book-length introduction, Über die Verschieden-
heit des menschlichen Sprachbaues – the most extensive and profound attempt to develop a 
‘philosophy of language’ for most of the 19th century. But the text which follows upon that 
introduction is interesting in its own right as an attempt to extend the comparative out-
look, both philologically and typologically. Half of Humboldt’s posthumous magnum opus 
deals with one specific text and the language it is written in: the Brata Yuddha, a 12th-cen-
tury adaptation of the Sanskrit epic Mahabharata, written in Kawi, a ceremonial Javanese 
language with a heavy Sanskrit influence. The other half of Humboldt’s work deals with 
the Malayo-Polynesian family that language belongs to, which extends over the Indian and 
Pacific Ocean from Madagascar to Hawaii. This part had to be partly completed, partly 
compiled from other sources by Humboldt’s continuator Eduard Buschmann, who had to 
learn Kawi from him at high speed as Humboldt lay dying. The fact that these languages 
are related had been established already by the Forsters while travelling with Cook;100 but 
the Javanese classics had only begun to be studied when the British temporarily took over 
the Dutch East India Company’s possessions during the Napoleonic Wars. Accordingly, 
Humboldt’s two most used sources were recent works by British colonial commanders, 
Stamford Raffles’ History of Java (1817) and John Crawfurd’s History of the Indian Archipel-
ago (1820).101
Über die Kawi-Sprache is a strange hybrid book, just as Kawi is a strange hybrid lan-
guage. The overall architecture of the work is clear: general principles in the introduction, 
Book I on the poem Brata Yuddha in historical context, Book II on the Kawi language, 
Book III on the language family. Humboldt’s procedure in reconstructing the language 
from the source text is comparable to Burnouf ’s in reconstructing Zend from the Yaçna, 
except that Humboldt had more sources at his disposal. The language is interesting be-
cause it is an analytic inflecting language but only mildly so, thus throwing doubt upon 
A.W. Schlegel’s categorical distinction between inflecting and agglutinating; because its 
Sanskrit elements lend themselves to etymological reconstructions that are simultaneously 
cultural-historical reconstructions; and because it is a language of high culture, eminently 
suited to Humboldt’s analysis of the relation between Sprache and Bildung.
In that analysis, Humboldt blends historical-comparative grammar with two earlier 
models: grammaire générale as set forth by Idéologie, and histoire philosophique. His book is 
neither a general grammar nor a philosophical history strictly speaking, but it is both an 
investigation of how language reflects logic and understanding and of the historical prin-
ciples of human development. In the course of that investigation, Humboldt is also the 
first to give a more extensive definition of the ‘organic’ character of language. “Die Sprache 
[…] ist das Organ des inneren Seins, dies Sein selbst, wie es nach und nach zur inneren 
Erkenntnis und zur Äußerung gelangt.” Accordingly, language study revolves around “Die 
100 Johann Reinhold Forster, Observations made during a Voyage round the World (London: Robinson 
1784), 278-284
101 Ch. VIII of Raffles, History of Java and Book V of Crawfurd, History of the Indian Archipelago are de-
voted to language and literature, including alphabets (Raffles) and a comparative glossary (Crawfurd); 
Raffles adds a translation and analysis of the Brata Yuddha.
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Betrachtung des Zusammenhangs der Sprachverschiedenheit und Völkervertheilung mit der 
Erzeugung der menschlichen Geisteskraft, als einer sich nach und nach in wechselnden Ω 
und neuen Gestaltungen entwickelnden”.102 The structure of a language, for Humboldt, 
it is bound up with the cultural history of a nation. But at the same time, it is the means 
through which the individual comes to expression; the Bildung of the individual and that of 
the national character and language go together. This notion of ‘organicism’, in contrast to 
that of the Schlegels, applies to all languages; but some are more ‘fertile’ than others. Hum-
boldt’s somewhat arbitrary condition for this is condensed clarity of expression. Unsur-
prisingly, Sanskrit and Greek are on top; but by that same criterion, Humboldt has a much 
higher opinion of Chinese than the Schlegels had.103 He constructs an even more arbitrary 
argument why Arabic and Hebrew, in spite of their highly synthetic and ‘pure’ consonantal 
roots, are less fertile. The argument draws upon a distinction between Bedeutung (mean-
ing) and Beziehung (reference): since the consonants are fixed and determine Bedeutung, 
while the vowels move freely and determine Beziehung (case, number, mood), Semitic roots 
impose a separation between meaning and reference, and therefore they are ‘less perfect’.104 
The American languages, about which Humboldt was corresponding with Du Ponceau, 
are put in the same league of weniger vollkommene Sprachbau, although Humboldt stresses 
that more research is necessary; he finds that the lengthy compound terms in Delaware, 
the best documented North American language, appeal more to Einbildungskraft than to 
Verstand.105
There is more than a bit of ambiguity to Humboldt’s philosophy of language. He 
distinguishes between
die Lautform, und der von ihr zur Bezeichnung der Gegenstände und Verknüpfung der 
Gedanken gemachte Gebrauch. Der letztere gründet sich auf die Forderungen, welche 
das Denken an die Sprache bildet, woraus die allgemeinen Gesetze dieser entspringen; und 
dieser Theil ist daher in seiner ursprünglichen Richtung, bis auf die Eigenthümlichkeit 
ihrer geistigen Naturanlagen oder nachherigen Entwickelungen, in allen Menschen, als 
solchen, gleich.106
Moreover, he presents the relation between language and thought in Kantian terms: Einbil-
dungskraft, Verstand, Vorstellung, Begriff. But the notion of organicism and the underlying 
idea of Bildung as a teleological force are contrary to Kantian thought: Kant had rejected 
such teleological principles outright as ‘explaining what one does not understand, by what 
102 Wilhelm von Humboldt, Über die Kawi-Sprache auf der Insel Java, nebst einer Einleitung über die 
Verschiedenheit des menschlichen Sprachbaues und ihren Einfluß auf die geistige Entwickelung des Men-
schengeschlechts (Berlin: Königliche Akademie der Wissenschaften 1836-39), Vol. I § 1, xviii
103 Ibid., § 24, cccxxxviii-cccxli
104 Ibid., § 23, cccxxiii-cccxxxi. In §13 p. cxxiv, Humboldt also distinguishes between intension and exten-
sion.
105 Ibid., § 23, cccxxxiii-cccxxxviii. Humboldt’s main source was Zeissberger’s grammar, sent to him by 
Du Ponceau.
106 Ibid., § 9, lxv
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one understands still less’.107 And at the same time, Humboldt emphasizes both the variety 
of language structures and the interrelation of language and thought: it is only through lan-
guage that ideas become clear and representations become concepts. Heymann Steinthal, 
one of the founders of Völkerpsychologie, later pointed out this have-your-cake-and-eat-it 
dilemma in Die Sprachwissenschaft Wilhelm v. Humboldt’s und die Hegel’sche Philosophie 
(1848). Steinthal argued that viewing the historical development of language as the self-re-
alisation of reason could solve this contradiction, while such a reading of Humboldt could 
at the same time give some empirical basis to Hegel’s free-spinning philosophical system. 
By this, Steinthal meant replacing abstract universal logic with empirical psychology as the 
basis for language study.
Organicism, Typology, and Professionalization
Humboldt’s formulation of organicism was the most extensive one, perhaps the only one 
that could count as a ‘definition’. But it was not authoritative. All leading German linguists 
from the Schlegels to Schleicher thought that language was organic, but they all meant 
something different by it. 
For the Schlegels, as we have seen, organicism meant the transformative force of 
grammatical roots. Jacob Grimm’s ‘organic rules’ for language change describe a process 
of natural growth, one that follows regularities but not universal laws. Bopp took some-
thing of a middle position between Humboldt and the Schlegels with regard to organicism 
and language typology. In the Vergleichende Grammatik, he identified it with “Fähigkeit 
der Zusammensetzung”108 – a gradual instead of a binary distinction, but still a hierarchi-
cal one, which excludes Chinese as ‘inorganic’. For Bopp, mechanic and organic were not 
opposites; precisely as an organism, language lent itself to rigid analysis of its “physische 
Gesetze” and “naturhistorische Classificirung”.109 That positivistic-naturalistic view is later 
shared by August Schleicher, who argues for a science of glottik as part of the natural his-
tory of mankind,110 and drew an explicit parallel between Die Darwinsche Theorie und die 
Sprachwissenschaft, in an 1863 tract by the same title. Bopp and Schleicher treat language 
as an independent object of study; they do not share the epistemic holism of Humboldt 
and the Schlegels. Pott, whose own work was as narrowly linguistic as Bopp’s, holds a more 
rigourous version of Humboldt’s view. Pott presents etymology, his own subject, as the clue 
to the spiritual life of the nation, the seed in which the historical development of culture 
107 [Immanuel Kant], [review of:] “Ideen einer Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, von Johann Got-
tfried Herder”, Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung I:4 (6 January 1785), 17-22: 21
108 Franz Bopp, Vergleichende Grammatik des Sanskrit, Zend, Griechischen, Lateinischen, Gothischen und 
Deutschen (Berlin: Dümmler 1833-52), Vol. I, 112. Cf. Berthold Delbrück, Einleitung in das Studium der 
Indogermanischen Sprachen (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel 1919 [1880]), 63-73
109 Ibid. and Vorrede, p. iii
110 August Schleicher, Compendium der vergleichenden Grammatik der Indogermanischen Sprachen (Wei-
mar: Böhlau 1874 [1861]), 1-2
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and knowledge is contained; and that, for Pott, is the precondition to the philosophical, 
historical, and physiological study of language, which must be pursued with utmost scien-
tific rigour.111 It is a remarkable blend of romantic nationalism, positivism, and an essential-
ly 18th-century programme for reconstructing the history of civilization; in Pott’s case, it 
included a polemic against scientific racism.112
What, then, to make of the role of ‘organicism’ in the formation of linguistics? It was, 
obviously, a core concept in the study of language in Germany, but it was also a function-
ally vague concept. One can trace its origins to 1) Leibniz’ monadology, in which each part 
reflects the whole, 2) Schelling’s Naturphilosophie, which attempts to reconcile mind and 
nature, 3) Herder’s notion of Humanität as a self-realizing principle, and 4) Blumenbach’s 
physiological concept of a Bildungstrieb. But that does not explain much, because these 
notions are neither being referred to nor replicated verbatim. Moreover, it was almost en-
tirely a German hobby-horse. French language scholars of the early 19th century retained 
grammaire générale as a point of reference, if not as a research programme;113 their British 
counterparts, in terms of theory, adhered to British empiricism, universal schemes, and/
or Horne Tooke;114 when they imported German methods or invoked German examples 
they rather presented them as positivist. Pragmatically, one can think of organicism as a 
useful metaphor which some people took a bit too seriously. It responds to a real epistemic 
problem of how to make a ‘science of language’, that is, how to describe a phenomenon that 
lends itself to formal and trans-temporal analysis but that is continually recreated by idio-
syncratic individual speakers? It was instrumental, if not crucial, in making such notions 
as Bildung and language typology explicit. But as an explanation, it is indeed obscurum per 
obscurius. 
An episode from the late 1820s shows how the organic metaphor both informed new 
insight and led to a distorted view. It culminated in a quarrel between Franz Bopp and 
August Wilhelm von Schlegel about Sanskrit sound shifts, in the Summer of 1829. They 
quarreled so badly it ended their correspondence, and they never met again.
They were, at that point, the first two German linguists to hold a chair, Schlegel in 
Bonn, Bopp in Berlin. (Actually Schlegel lectured on a broad variety of subjects, but all 
his research was devoted to Sanskrit.)115 Their friendship dated back to 1814, when Bopp, 
though twenty years younger, had helped A.W. Schlegel with his Sanskrit studies. Bopp 
had gone to Paris in his early twenties to learn the language, inspired by Über Sprache und 
Weisheit der Indier. August, then already a literary figure of renown and the companion of 
Madame de Staël, had followed after Napoleon’s exile, and rushed off again when Napo-
111 August Pott, Etymologische Forschungen, Vol. I (Lemgo: Meyer 1833), xxv
112 Pott, Die Ungleichheit menschlicher Rasse, hauptsächlich vom sprachwissenschaftlichen Standpunkte 
(Lemgo: Meyer 1856). Pott’s work also included a comparative-linguistic study of Die Zigeuner in 
Europa und Asien (1844).
113 Cf. Jacques Bourquin (ed.), Les Prolongements de la Grammaire générale en France au XIXe siècle (Be-
sançon: PU de France-Comté 2005)
114 Cf. Hans Aarsleff, The Study of Language in England, 1780-1860 (Princeton: Princeton UP 1967), ch. 3
115 Roger Paulin, The Life of August Wilhelm Schlegel, Cosmopolitan of Art and Poetry (Cambridge: Open 
Book Publishers 2016), 447, 451-453
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leon returned during the Hundred Days. Now that both had landed a professorship, the 
break was probably inexorable: Schlegel was older and famous, but Bopp was evidently the 
better linguist. They had been corresponding peacefully about new editions of Sanskrit 
texts and the prospect of finally having a Sanskrit printing type cut, but Schlegel was no 
longer in a position to be condescendingly nice and benign.
In his final letter to Bopp, Schlegel wrote:
Was übrigens den Inhalt Ihres Schreibens betrifft, so werden Sie mir verzeihen, wenn ich 
künftig briefliche Erörterungen über diese Gegenstände vermeide; weil, wie ich sehe, ver-
trauliche Mittheilungen Ihnen unwillkommen sind, sobald eine Divergenz der Meynun-
gen hervortritt. Was man durch den Druck dem Publikum übergeben hat, fällt ohnehin 
mit unsrer eignen Zustimmung der öffentlichen wissenschaftlichen Prüfung anheim.116
In the same letter, the appellation shifted from “Hochgeehrter Herr und Freund” to a 
frosty “Ew. Wohlgeboren”. Apparently Schlegel did not realize how arrogant his previous 
letter had been, in which he had criticized Bopp’s Sanskrit grammar; Eugène Burnouf and 
Heinrich Heine describe him as almost ridiculously vain.117
What had happened was this. In his Ausführliches Lehrgebäude der Sanskritsprache (1827), 
Bopp had corrected the ancient Sanskrit grammarians, particularly Panini. Dating from 
the 4th century BCE, Panini’s grammar is an incredibly elaborate and abstract system, for-
mulated in rules numbered 1.1.1 to 8.4.67, more complicated than any other grammar what-
soever written before the 20th century. That, for Bopp, was precisely what was wrong with 
it: it was a dead, mechanical set of rules, meant to stamp the classical Vedic canon into the 
heads of young Brahmins.118 The British scholars of the Asiatick Society had not exactly 
reproduced that example, but they had not disputed its authority. According to Bopp, such 
unscientific deference completely neglected the inner, ‘organic’ workings of the language.
Schlegel, in a long list of detailed comments on Bopp’s grammar, averred that one 
should not so easily neglect such a near-exhaustive source on such an ancient language, 
and urged Bopp to consult his Panini. He even suggested some of Bopp’s corrections were 
printing mistakes. That was more pedantry than Bopp was willing to swallow. So he got 
even more pedantic in return. Surely, he argued, the Vedic texts themselves were better 
evidence than their fragmented presentation in grammars compiled a few centuries later? 
And surely, his own expert opinion, supported by empirical evidence, rated higher than 
that of some eminent British amateurs?
116 A.W. Schlegel to Bopp, 14 June 1829. In: Salomon Lefmann, Franz Bopp, sein Leben und seine Wissen-
schaft, Vol. I (Berlin: Reimer 1891), Anhang p. 113*
117 Choix de Lettres d’Eugène Burnouf, 172-174; Heinrich Heine, Die Romantische Schule (Hamburg 1836), 
Bk. II pt. I. In his letters to Bopp, A.W. Schlegel continually asks Bopp to recommend him with Wil-
helm von Humboldt, and writes nasty things about other colleagues, sometimes while praising them 
in public.
118 Bopp to A.W. Schlegel, 26 May 1829: “Zu meinem Zwecke konnten mir die Indische Grammatiker 
wenig dienen; sie stellen blos todte Massen zusammen, und vergessen den organischen Zusammen-
hang hinein zu bringen”. (Lefmann, Franz Bopp Vol. I, Anhang p. 110*)
266
Early in 1827, Bopp reviewed the second edition of Jacob Grimm’s Deutsche Gramma-
tik (vols. I-II) in the Jahrbücher für Wissenschaftliche Kritik, a journal founded by Hegel. 
The review was so long and so much of an independent work that it later was published in 
book form as Vocalismus (1836), a title subsequently borrowed by Grimm.119 It mainly dealt 
with the phenomenon called Ablaut. In the Grammatik, as we have seen, Grimm had dis-
tinguished between Umlaut and Ablaut, and explained the former – the switch in German 
past tense and plural from a, o, u to ä, ö, ü – from the influence of a nearby ‘i’ or ‘j’ in the suf-
fix. Ablaut was a more resilient phenomenon. Ablaut is the e, a, o in werden, ward, geworden 
– that is, the vowel shift in the root of a verb which occurs in nearly all Indo-European 
languages. That was precisely what Friedrich Schlegel had meant by ‘the inner life of the 
grammatical root’. If there was something which would set apart Indo-European languages 
as ‘uniquely organic’, this was it.
Grimm suggested a certain analogy with Sanskrit – but Grimm knew no Sanskrit.120 
Bopp was happy enough to supply it. The very first two rules of Panini’s grammar define 
the essential elements of Ablaut: single vowels – guna – and diphthongs – vriddhi. The 
first one was the more interesting case, as these single sounds in fact resulted from a blend 
of two vowels: for instance, a + i = e (compare French ai). From this, Bopp inferred that 
Ablaut also could be explained away.121 The implication was obvious: the basic distinction 
that the Schlegels made was wrong. In the perspective of the Schlegels, after all, organic 
languages only became less pure over time; here now was a claim that they could have 
impure origins. Bopp had expressed doubts about the degree to which conjugation could 
be explained from the ‘inner life of the grammatical root’ before,122 but here was a law-like 
counter-explanation, phrased in the language of the Sanskrit grammarians, while overrul-
ing the authority of those grammarians through expert opinion. There is no direct link 
between the Grimm review and the quarrel over Bopp’s Sanskrit grammar, but the style of 
reasoning is the same, and it explains why irritations must have been building up between 
Schlegel and Bopp.
119 Full title: Vocalismus oder sprachvergleichende Kritiken über J. Grimm's deutsche Grammatik und Graff 's 
althochdeutschen Sprachschatz: mit Begründung einer neuen Theorie des Ablauts (Berlin: Nicolai 1836). 
Grimm used ‘Vocalismus’ as heading for the first and only section of the third edition of the Gramma-
tik (see above)
120 A.W. Schlegel invited Grimm to come over to Bonn so that he could teach him. Grimm politely de-
clined, as he relates in a letter of gratitude to Bopp for his review. (Lefmann, Franz Bopp Vol. II (1894), 
Anhang pp. 178-179*)
121 “Umlaut ist eine bloße Trübung des Urlauts, wodurch derselbe dem Vocal der Endung mehr homo-
gen wird, während er in Ablaut ohne anerkannte äußere Veranlassung einem anderen, meistens völlig 
verschiedenen, Platz macht. Wir sagen: ohne anerkannte äußere Veranlassung, weil wir glauben be-
weisen zu können, daß auch der Ablaut von der Beschaffenheit der Endungen herbeigezogen werde.” 
Bopp, review of Deutsche Grammatik, Jahrbücher für Wissenschaftliche Kritik I:31-38 & I:91-96 (Feb/
May 1829), 251-303 & 725-759: 257
122 See Bopp’s first work, Über das Conjugationssystem der Sanskritsprache (Frankfurt a.M.: Andreäische 
Buchhandlung 1816), 147, and more specifically the (reworked) English translation (London 1820, cf. 
n26)
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That quarrel was not the end of the affair. Even if it was flexible, the taxonomy still 
made sense; Bopp applied it in the Vergleichende Grammatik. August Schleicher, half a 
century later, and Edward Sapir, a full century later, rejuvenated Schlegel’s taxonomy, with 
the caveat that such differences also occurred within languages and could evolve from one 
type to the other.123 As for Ablaut and Umlaut, August Pott followed Bopp’s lead. It became 
the cornerstone of his Etymologische Forschungen (1833-36), in which he used guna, and 
even gunieren, as technical terms. A skeptical review by Benfey pointed out that outside 
Sanskrit, traces of pure guna were quite rare and that not every sound shift was ‘guniert’.124
With Pott, who had been one of Bopp’s first students in Berlin, we enter a next stage 
of professionalization. The Etymologische Forschungen, first published within weeks of 
Bopp’s Vergleichende Grammatik, cite as their main sources the grammars that had been 
compiled in the past few decades; that is, they were drawn from abstracted data rather 
than directly from the oldest extant language samples. This is a different procedure than 
that of Wilkins et al. purportedly following Panini’s authority, or Adelung and Vater gath-
ering paternosters, and even Grimm and Bopp reconstructing grammars, since it requires 
a previous reconstruction and technical analysis. Accordingly, the greater part of Pott’s 
work is so dense and abstract as to be completely inaccessible to the lay reader, even more 
so than Grimm’s; it often contains samples of Latin, Greek, Sanskrit, and Persian in one 
sentence. Bopp’s Vergleichende Grammatik, with its tabular presentation, is an easy read in 
comparison. The compendia of Bopp and Pott complement each other: Bopp compares 
the grammars of different languages at different stages, Pott describes the shifts.
Pott also did something else. Seven years younger than Bopp, he made an impor-
tant step towards canon-formation when he called Bopp’s 1816 Conjugationssystem der 
Sanskritsprache ‘the beginning of a new epoch in linguistics’.125 Although he also named 
A.W. Schlegel, Jacob Grimm, and Wilhelm von Humboldt as fellow founding fathers, his 
judgement of the Schlegels was mixed: more explicitly than Bopp, he concluded that the 
distinction between inflecting and agglutinative languages is fluid and superficial.126 Doing 
so, he reduced Friedrich Schlegel to a mere precursor who anticipated Bopp’s and Grimm’s 
ideas through “ahnungsvolle Blicke”.127 Almost half a century later, after having expanded 
the Etymologische Forschungen from two to six volumes, Pott published an annotated edi-
tion of Humboldt’s Über die Verschiedenheit des menschlichen Sprachbaues, preceeded by 
an introduction volume of the same size about Humboldt and his place in the science of 
123 Cf. Armin Schwegler, Analyticity and Syntheticity: A diachronic prespective with special reference to Ro-
mance languages (Berlin/New York: De Gruyter 1990), ch. 1
124 “Bei weitem klarer würde uns das lautliche Verhältniss  dieser Sprachen entgegentreten, wenn der Vf. 
Nicht den Zustand des Sanskrits, wie wir es kennen, zum Regulativ genomnen hätte  […] Überhaupt 
sind es nur sehr wenig Wurzeln, welche in den verwandten Sprachen auch nur Spuren der regelrech-
ten Gunirung, wie wir sie im Sanskrit kennen, erhalten haben.” Theodor Benfey, review of Pott’s Et-
ymologische Forschungen [1837], in id., Kleinere Sprachwissenschaftliche Schriften (ed. A. Bezzenberger) 
(Berlin: Reuther & Reichard 1894), 9-10, 12
125 Pott, Etymologische Forschungen, Vol. I, xxiii
126 Ibid., 153-154
127 Ibid., xxiii
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language. Apart from the opening lines, it is far from hagiographic; rather, it is an attempt 
to bring the Humboldtian vision up to date by confronting it with what had been done 
since, infused with a much higher awareness of the complexity of African and American 
languages.
By the mid-1830s, linguistics had become ‘normal science’. It had handbooks, chairs, 
and professional standards. After the death of Humboldt, it was no longer a ‘learned pur-
suit’. It still went by various names, but the distinction between philological-historical 
study on the one hand and the study of language per se was clear. Also, it was still a small-
scale affair; and it remained so. In the later 19th century, historical-comparative linguistics 
began to suffer from the law of diminishing returns; due to advances in logic, phonetics, 
and ethnology, it gradually became a subfield within linguistics rather than the core of the 
discipline. Philology, on the other hand, remained an unstable designator, sometimes used 
to mean classical studies, sometimes the study of literature from a historical and linguistic 
perspective, and sometimes language study in general. This is not mere ambiguity: these 
pursuits indeed overlapped, institutionally as well as practically. While it is possible to 
write a disciplinary history of linguistics – historians of linguistics hardly do otherwise – 
the history of the varieties of philology shows that this process of discipline formation was 
not always straightforward.
269
6. New Histories: Redefining Literature and 
Antiquity
There are three ways in which one can speak of ‘new histories’ in the first half of the 19th 
century. First, there were new domains of historical studies: art history and the history 
of literature. Second, there was the archaeological study of ancient civilizations in Egypt 
and Mesopotamia, developing simultaneously with new approaches to classical antiquity 
in German Altertumswissenschaft. And third, there was the emergence of new schools of 
history writing, later known in France as les Romantiques and associated in Germany with 
Historismus, that played a central role in shaping history as a discipline. These three kinds 
of ‘new histories’ are the subject of the final two chapters. In temporal order, the first two 
come before the third. The current chapter deals with the first two, and starts shortly 
before 1800, with new histories of literature, the Napoleonic expedition to Egypt, and the 
emergence of Altertumswissenschaft. Art history will not receive separate attention in this 
chapter, for a variety of reasons explained below. The emergence of new schools of history 
writing belongs to the 1820s-30s and after, and will be the subject of the next chapter.
What the history of art and literature, the study of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, 
and Altertumswissenschaft all had in common is that they were concerned with cultural 
rather than with political history. In different ways, they all went significantly further in 
documenting and conceptualizing cultural phenomena than 18th-century antiquarianism 
and histoire philosophique. Historians of art underpinned aesthetic judgement by analyzing 
the characteristics of different styles, schools, and periods; historians of literature sought 
to define ‘modern literature’ and its national varieties. The study of the ancient Middle East 
led to results that could be called revolutionary, both in the decipherment of hieroglyph 
and cuneiform scripts and in the wealth of historical material disclosed; the compendia 
that documented the monuments of ancient Egypt also supplied geographical, chrono-
logical, linguistic, and ethnographic data, and described Egyptian rites, dynasties, deities, 
artefacts, and iconography. Finally, Altertumswissenschaft re-interpreted classical sources 
through reconstructing the ancient world that they came from.
All these ‘new histories’ gave a central role to the explanation of specific texts and 
objects, and in doing so, they all extrapolated from these texts and objects in classifying 
them as part of a certain period, school, style, or state of society, and more broadly, treating 
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them as written and material testimonies of an ancient civilization and/or the cultural 
flowering of a nation. Thus, the study of literature, art, and antiquity informed an expert 
judgement that went further than the schematism of histoire philosophique in its focus on 
specific texts and objects, and that had more to say about them than earlier antiquarian 
connoisseurship. It fits well with Momigliano’s description of Winckelmann’s work as a 
synthesis of antiquarianism and Enlightenment philosophy (see chapter 3) that art histo-
rians, Altertumswissenschaftler, and some historians of literature took Winckelmann as a 
guiding example.
To what extent did these ‘new histories’ introduce a new style of reasoning? There is 
no contemporary denominator for such a style, as there is with histoire philosophique and 
historical-comparative grammar. The nearest thing to it in this chapter is August Boeckh’s 
definition of philology in his encyclopaedia lectures; but Boeckh represented one particu-
lar school within Altertumswissenschaft, and those lectures were only published posthu-
mously much later. Much less was there a term or model common to all the ‘new histories’. 
Therefore, any characterization is bound to be anachronistic. In chapter 7, I identify a style 
of historical ‘model-construction’ common to both German historicism, les Romantiques, 
and other contemporary historians – a style which, in the German case, had clear anteced-
ents in Altertumswissenschaft. Three types of rhetoric characterize this style: insistence on 
original sources, an avowed avoidance of anachronism, and appeals to the historical imag-
ination. What underlies it – I argue – is a way of imagining (modelling) the past that is 
partly reconstructive and partly conjectural, but that produces something that is not clearly 
reducible to either, a ‘fabric with historical testimonies woven into it’.1 There are some res-
ervations against identifying this as a separate style of reasoning (rather than a form or 
amalgam of reconstruction and/or conjecture), but it matches relatively closely with the 
content of contemporary historiographical debates. These debates, however, were different 
from – and most often later than – those covered in this chapter, and while it is consistent 
with my argument in chapter 7 to speak of ‘model-construction’ in Altertumswissenschaft as 
well, it is more speculative to do so for the history of literature, and there is no reason to do 
so for the archaeological exploration of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Other historians, follow-
ing Hans-Georg Gadamer,2 have used the term ‘hermeneutics’ to characterize 19th-century 
historical reasoning; but contemporaries understood hermeneutics much more narrowly, 
as a segment of theology, philology, and law concerned with determining the meaning of a 
particular text or passage and with its application to specific cases.
1 Philosophers will recognize the reference to W.V.O. Quine, “Carnap and Logical Truth” (1954): “The 
lore of our fathers is a fabric of sentences. In our hands it develops and changes, through more or less 
arbitrary revisions and additions of our own […]. It is a pale grey lore, black with fact and white with 
convention. But I have found no substantial reasons for concluding that there are any quite black 
threads in it, or any white ones.” (in: Quine, Quintessence (ed. R. Gibson) (Cambridge (Mass.) & 
London: Harvard UP 2004), 64-87: 86-87) 
2 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode: Grundzüge einer philosophischen Hermeneutik (Tübin-
gen: Mohr 1975 [1960]), 162ff. The characterization of 19th-century historical method and under-
standing as ‘hermeneutic’ goes back to a forgotten study by Joachim Wach, Das Verstehen: Grundzüge 
einer Geschichte der hermeneutischen Theorie im 19. Jahrhundert (Tübingen: Mohr 1926-33)
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The ‘new histories’ discussed in this chapter were all at the interface of history and 
philology. In the study of literature, the philologists who unearthed medieval manuscripts 
and prepared text editions and the scholars who wrote histories were generally different 
people; but the many meanings of ‘philology’ make it difficult to specify the division of 
labour. In the study of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, this was clearer: there were, on 
the one hand, inscriptions, papyri, and clay tablets to decipher, and, on the other, objects 
and monuments to document. As the required philological skills were extremely rare, and 
indispensable also for further material study, it was philologists who came to predominate 
over Egyptology and Assyrology as these became disciplines. Finally, Altertumswissenschaft 
was primarily a philological discipline; the authors of histories of Greece and Rome, for 
obvious reasons, were also trained philologists. Accordingly, model-construction partly 
served a different function in Altertumswissenschaft than it did in modern history: re-imag-
ining antiquity was a way of explaining classical texts, tracing their origins, and filling the 
gaps in a fragmentary corpus. 
Why the history of literature is included in this chapter, and the history of art is not, 
requires some motivation. The main reason is that two conceptual shifts are visible in the 
history of literature which are crucial in the transformation of the humanities at large: the 
shift from ‘Letters’ to literature in the modern sense, and the characterization of modern 
literature both in general and in its national varieties as ‘romantic’. As shown in chapter 2, 
historia literaria had been the genre that catalogued the world of letters; its replacement by 
the new history of literature is one of the clearest signs of the end of the Science of Letters. 
Moreover, the history of literature is where one can most clearly pinpoint the role of ‘Ro-
manticism’ and the Romantic movement in early 19th-century scholarship. On the whole, 
the shift in the notion of Art is less crucial for understanding the formation of the modern 
humanities than that in the notion of Literature, and subsequent debates in art history had 
relatively little influence in other domains of historical scholarship, which is why there is 
not a separate paragraph on ‘art history’ in this study. There is also a pragmatic reason: very 
little has been written about the shift in the meaning of ‘literature’ to date, and I felt I could 
fill more gaps in the history of literary history than in that of art history.3
From ‘Letters’ to Literature
In the first fifteen years of the 19th century, the history of literature became a new genre; 
in the decades that followed, it became a specialism, though without clearly establishing 
3 The only study on the shift in the meaning of ‘literature’ that I know of is Olaf Simons, “Von der Res-
publica Literaria zum Literaturstaat? Überlegungen zur Konstitution des Literarischen”, in M. Füssel 
& M. Mulsow (eds.) Gelehrtenrepublik (Aufklärung Vol. 26; Hamburg: Meiner 2014), 292-330. There 
are only passing references to Bouterwek’s history of literature to be found, and the only significant 
study on La Harpe is a doctoral thesis from half a century ago.
272
itself as a discipline.4 The new genre coincided with, if it did not bring about, a shift in the 
meaning of ‘literature’, from a notion that encompassed learning at large to one that cen-
tres on literature as an art form: poems, novels, plays, and complementary to that, literary 
criticism. Moreover, most of these early histories of literature are also cultural histories, 
taking literature as a pars pro toto of the national character; as such, one can see them as 
precedents of the national histories of later decades. Finally, it was through histories of 
literature that ‘Romanticism’ became a central notion in literary debate, especially through 
the international success of Germaine de Staël’s De l’Allemagne (1810/13) and August Wil-
helm Schlegel’s lectures on Dramatische Kunst und Litteratur (delivered in Vienna 1808, 
published 1809-11). 
The new genre did not have a uniform format. Several early histories began as lec-
ture series: La Harpe’s Lycée (1799-1804), Ginguené’s Histoire littéraire d’Italie (1811-19), 
August Wilhelm Schlegel’s lectures as well as his brother Friedrich’s Geschichte der alten 
und neueren Litteratur (delivered in Vienna 1812, published 1815), Sismondi’s De la litté-
rature du midi de l'Europe (delivered in Geneva 1811-12, published 1813). Sismondi’s work 
was a side project to his history of the Italian city states; Bouterwek’s Geschichte der Poesie 
und Beredsamkeit (1801-19), upon which Sismondi drew heavily, was part of the Göttingen 
Geschichte der Künste und Wissenschaften. Ginguené was an idéologue who wanted to write 
history en philosophe, and who was simultaneously contributing to the continuation of 
the all-encompassing Maurist compendium Histoire littéraire de la France.5 While many of 
these projects overlap in time of composition, there is a clear stylistic and ideological divide 
between the generation of La Harpe (1739-1803) and Ginguené (1748-1816), who had lived 
most of their lives under the Ancien Régime and wrote like that, and the new generation 
of Madame de Staël and the Schlegel brothers.
In 1786, poet and dramatist Jean-François de la Harpe started delivering public lec-
tures on the history of literature at the Paris Lycée. The Lycée, not to be confused with the 
secondary schools created nine years later by the Loi Daunou, was a private lecture theatre 
for the spread of knowledge, open to all (including women) against a small fee, founded 
in 1781 by pioneer balloonist Pilâtre de Rozier as the Musée de Monsieur, and competing 
against the Musée founded by Gébelin; it changed names after Rozier’s 1785 death in a 
balloon crash, and again several times after the Revolution.6 When La Harpe started pub-
lishing his work in 1799, he called it Lycée, ou Cours de littérature ancienne et moderne.
La Harpe’s history is one of the main markers of a change of the meaning of ‘litera-
ture’.7 In tracing the development of goût and génie, he treats it as a creative rather than a 
scholarly affair – though not in a restrictive sense, for philosophy, rhetoric, and to a smaller 
4 Cf. John Guillory, “Literary Study and the Modern System of the Disciplines”, in A. Anderson & J. 
Valente (eds.), Disciplinarity at the Fin de Siècle (Princeton: Princeton UP 2002)
5 Paolo Grossi, Pierre-Louis Ginguené, historien de la littérature italienne (Bern: Peter Lang 2006)
6 Michael Lynn, “Enlightenment in the Public Sphere: The Musée de Monsieur and Scientific Culture 
in Late-Eighteenth-Century Paris”, Eighteenth-Century Studies 32:4 (Summer 1999), 463-476
7 Cf. Jean Marie Goulemot, “Le Cours de littérature de La Harpe, ou l'émergence du discours de l'his-
toire des idées”, Littérature 24:4 (1976), 51-62
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extent, history, are also part of the overview. In 1787, Jean-François Marmontel had gath-
ered his articles for the Encyclopédie about poetic genres and literary styles as Éléments de 
Littérature; but those were indeed ‘elements’, while La Harpe treated literature as an entity 
that had a history. In the preface, he self-consciously presented his history as something 
completely new:
Mais c'est ici, je crois, la première fois, soit en France, soit même en Europe, qu'on offre au 
public une histoire raisonnée de tous les arts de l’esprit et de l’imagination, depuis Homère 
jusqu’à nos jours, qui n’exclut que les sciences exactes et les sciences physiques.8
That statement is at best a half-truth, for La Harpe only covers the periods that he finds 
worth considering; that is, classical antiquity and 17th and 18th-century France. In its scope, 
the Lycée is not that different from the curriculum that La Harpe’s generation had been 
taught by Batteux and Rollin, beginning with Aristotle’s Poetics and Longinus’ Sublime and 
extolling the Golden Age of Louis XIV. La Harpe had intended to add a fourth part about 
modern foreign literature, of which he had a low opinion, but he died in 1803, leaving sec-
tions about the French 18th century unfinished. A review by Ginguené in the Décade Phi-
losophique quickly pointed out that similar projects embracing both ancients and moderns, 
or covering ‘all the arts of the mind and the imagination’, had already been undertaken by 
Hugh Blair in English and by Girolamo Tiraboschi in Italian.9 Still, there is a difference 
in their notions of ‘literature’. Blair writes about rhetoric and belles-lettres as an arbiter of 
style. Tiraboschi writes about letteratura in the inclusive sense, as a historical compiler; 
poetic literature is only one sub-section of it. La Harpe, on the other hand, seeks to com-
bine the roles of the historian and the literary critic.
La Harpe was a faithful literary disciple of Voltaire; his notion of taste is literally 
taken over from Voltaire’s Encyclopédie article Goût, and Voltaire’s views on other authors 
are quoted throughout. But his attitude towards the parti philosophique shifted when he 
was imprisoned for four months in 1794, and he came out a reactionary Catholic, filled 
with hate against those whom he came to regard as preparing the way for Robespierre.10 
Two final volumes on 18th-century philosophy, published posthumously, distinguished be-
tween ‘philosophers of the first class’ (Montesquieu, Buffon, Condillac), ‘economists and 
moralists’, and ‘sophists’ (Diderot, Helvétius, Rousseau). As Voltaire’s former protégé and 
self-appointed literary heir, his position towards Rousseau had always been ambivalent.11 
8 Jean-François de la Harpe, Lycée, ou Cours de littérature ancienne et moderne, Vol. I (Paris: Agasse An 
VII [1798]), iv-v
9 Pierre-Louis Ginguené, “Lycée […] par J.-F. Laharpe. Premier extrait”, Décade Philosophique 34 (10 
Fructidor An VII [1799]), 413-24: 415-6. The works he refers to are Blair, Lectures on Rhetoric and 
Belles Lettres (1783) and Tiraboschi, Storia della Letteratura italiana (1772-82)
10 Cf. Pierre Daunou (ed.), “Discours préliminaire” to La Harpe, Lycée Vol. I (Paris: Dupont & Ledentu 
1826), xxxvi-xxxviii; Christopher Todd, Voltaire’s Disciple: Jean-François de la Harpe (London: Modern 
Humanities Research Association 1972)
11 Todd, Voltaire’s Disciple, 172-179. Already in the obituary that La Harpe wrote about Rousseau, he 
complains about “la haine qui sembloit l’animer contre les Lettres & les Arts”, his “étranges sophismes” 
and “paradoxes insoutenables”, and places Rousseau “parmi nos plus grand prosateurs”, but way below 
Voltaire (Mercure de France 5 October 1778, 5-28: 13, 17, 26-7)
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Appended is a “plan sommaire d’éducation publique” from 1791, previously published in the 
Mercure de France, in which La Harpe recommends the study of rhetoric and les humanités 
in secondary schools, and inveighs against the followers of Rousseau, “ces prétendus phi-
losophes” who cry out against amour-propre and cannot be moved by “l’amour du vrai et 
du bon”.12
By ‘genius’ La Harpe meant “la supériorité d’esprit et de talent”;13 it applied particularly 
to Racine and Voltaire. His comments on Racine and Voltaire are indeed the best parts 
of his work according to commentators in later decades, like Chénier in his 1810 report on 
the state of French literature, Daunou in his long introduction to the 1826 edition of the 
Lycée, and Sainte-Beuve in his Causeries du Lundi.14 All find more to complain about his 
lack of impartiality and his quarrelsome nature, which especially distorts his judgement 
about his contemporaries. La Harpe’s character aside, using ‘genius’ as a heuristic criterion 
naturally entailed that he was rather judgemental about lesser gods. Those shortcomings 
did not prevent his posthumous success, for the Lycée was awarded the Institut National’s 
prix de littérature in 1810 and reprinted under every regime until the 1840s, generally with 
Chénier’s report appended.15 As a defender of classicism and taste who was at the same 
time a voice of Catholic revival and anti-philosophe sentiment, he could be appropriated 
for almost every literary agenda. Sainte-Beuve, who was himself in many respects a more 
sophisticated later version of La Harpe, concludes that “donnant en mourant la main à 
Chateaubriand, à Fontanes, à toute ce jeune groupe en qui était alors l’avenir, il transmit la 
flambeau vivant de la tradition”.16
La Harpe’s reviewer in the Décade Philosophique, Pierre-Louis Ginguené, criticized 
that his work lacked “un plan et une marche philosophique”.17 Indeed, La Harpe’s analysis 
of genius and taste is completely casuistic: there is no schematic model, no identification 
of deeper causes or principles, nothing characteristic of a ‘philosophical’ history. Ginguené 
averred that he should have either offered a “tableau analytique de la naissance et des 
progrès de la Littérature”18 or truly universal principles. Shortly after La Harpe’s death, 
Ginguené himself took up lecturing at the Athenée (formerly the Lycée) on the history of 
Italian literature, producing such a tableau in nine volumes, from the fall of Rome and the 
first medieval revivals of letters to the end of the 18th century. Ginguené’s Histoire littéraire 
d’Italie (1811-19) is another document of the shift from ‘letters’ to literature, in that it covers 
much the same period as Tiraboschi’s earlier Storia della Letteratura italiana (1772-82), but 
12 La Harpe, Philosophie du dix-huitième Siècle, Vol. II (Paris: Depelafol 1825 [1805]), 380 
13 Lycée Vol. I (1825 ed.), 15
14 Daunou, “Discours préliminaire”, clviii-clxi; Marie-Joseph Chénier, Tableau historique de la littérature 
française depuis 1789 (Paris: Maradan 1816), 95-96, 389-391; Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve, Causeries 
du Lundi Vol. V (Paris: Garnier 1853), 92-94
15 For the Institut’s judgement, written by Chénier and added to his report on the state of literature, see 
Chénier, Tableau, 353-391
16 Sainte-Beuve, Causeries Vol. V, 96
17 Ginguené, “Lycée”, 424
18 Ibid.; cf. Gérard Gengembre, “Avant Sainte-Beuve: au nom du progrès ou la critique littéraire selon les 
Idéologues”, Romantisme 119 (2000), 7-14: 10-11
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is dedicated almost entirely to literature as an art, in stark contrast to Tiraboschi’s historia 
literaria in which ‘Belle lettere ed arti’ is the third of the three main categories, after ‘Mezzi 
adopterati a promuovere gli studi’ and ‘Scienze’.19 For Ginguené, there is one quality, inven-
tion, which comes first in all literary judgement; and it is to be found throughout the ages. 
In championing medieval, and more specifically Renaissance Italian literature, he advocates 
the literary merits of a country and a period neglected by La Harpe; but precisely for that 
reason, his work and La Harpe’s Lycée can be regarded as complementary. And like the Ly-
cée, Ginguené’s work was partly published posthumously, and re-edited by Pierre Daunou, 
who was guarding the literary and scholarly heritage of the Ancien Régime as head archi-
vist and professor at the Collège de France.
There is a larger degree of incommensurability between the literary views of La 
Harpe and Germaine de Staël. In De la Littérature considereé dans ses rapports avec les 
institutions sociales (1800), De Staël presented a philosophical history of literature as part 
of the infinite progress of l’esprit humain. Her notion of literature is essentially the same as 
La Harpe’s, “renfermant en elle les écrits philosophiques et les ouvrages de l’imagination, 
tout ce qui concerne enfin l’exercice de la pensée dans les écrits, les sciences physiques 
exceptées”.20 But on top of the basic distinction between ‘ancient’ and ‘modern’ literature, 
she added another one, between the littérature du midi originating with Homer, and the 
littérature du nord beginning with Ossian. The latter branch, stemming from a cold and 
dark climate, is characterized by its wild irregularity, its all-pervading tristesse, and its phi-
losophical spirit, as opposed to the clarity and regularity of the literature of the South. 
Even though the irregularity of the German, English, and other ‘northern’ poets – in par-
ticular, Shakespeare – conflicts with good taste, it still brings forth works of raw beauty, 
and even though their works are beautiful in spite of, rather than because of their defects, 
their raw beauty is appropriate in the current, chaotic, post-revolutionary situation. That 
is more rawness, and more plurality, than either La Harpe or Ginguené would have been 
willing to admit.
De la Littérature, as a philosophical history, is an essay including an outline of literary 
history rather than an overview of authors, periods, and styles. Ultimately, De Staël’s con-
cern is with the current literary and political situation in France, to which the final third of 
the book is dedicated. Establishing principles of taste, like La Harpe and Marmontel had 
done, is not enough: “Il existe, dans la langue française, sur l’art d’écrire et sur les principes 
du goût, des traités qui laissent rien à desirer; mais il me semble que l’on na pas suffisament 
analysé les causes morales et politiques, qui modifient l’esprit de la littérature.”21 And since 
l’esprit humain is infinitely perfectible, so must literature be: there are, in this view, eter-
19 This is the division adopted from Vol. IV (1774), that is, from the advent of vernacular poetry and 
the reign of Frederick II onward; in earlier volumes the categories vary per period, but include studj 
sacri, poesia, eloquenza, storia, filosofia (e matematica), medicina, giurisprudenza, biblioteche, grammatici 
(e retori), and arti liberali.
20 Germaine de Staël, De la Littérature considereé dans ses Rapports avec les Institutions sociales ([Paris]: 
s.n., 1800), iv
21 Ibid., iii
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nal principles of taste, but no fixed rules that determine what the perfect work of art is. 
This notion of infinite perfectibility, rather than the distinction between literatures of the 
Nord and Midi, was what attracted most criticism; it revolted against both the 18th-century 
sensitivities of Louis de Fontanes, the later grand master of the Université Impériale, and 
against the religious conservatism of Chateaubriand, De Staël’s main competitor for dom-
inance in the French literary world in the next two decades.22
The chapter about Germany in De la Littérature is short and full of errors; its two 
most noteworthy features are its acknowledgement of Goethe’s Werther as the ‘most out-
standing novel that the Germans possess’, and its description of German political frag-
mentation as a favourable condition for literary freedom, in which German men of letters 
“vivent entr’eux en république”.23 In the decade after that, De Staël was twice sent into exile, 
travelled through Germany and Italy, and set up a salon at her family estate at Coppet, near 
Geneva. During her 1803-04 journey to Weimar and Berlin, she first conceived a book of 
lettres sur l’Allemagne, and met A.W. Schlegel, whom she took with her to Coppet, officially 
to tutor her children, in practice as a literary counsellor. Her book on German philosophy 
and literature, De l’Allemagne, finally came out in London in 1813, after an 1810 edition had 
been pulped by the French censors.
De l’Allemagne is a work of literary criticism rather than literary history. It is entirely 
about late 18th-century and contemporary authors, and it is written to introduce the work 
of Schiller, Goethe, Kant and Herder to a French and European audience, not to enter 
into debate with German scholars. In doing so, De Staël essentially shaped the image of 
German Dichter und Denker abroad in the post-Napoleonic period – and a very holistic im-
age at that, of German mœurs, culture, literature, philosophy, and religion as a whole. The 
conceptual apparatus from De la Littérature is reformulated. One clear sign of Schlegel’s 
influence is that the leading opposition between Nord and Midi is replaced by an analogous 
pair, romantique and classique, in which ‘romantic’ remains linked mainly to the North.24 
Ossian is out. The idea of infinite perfectibility, though no longer mentioned, is not aban-
doned; according to De Staël, “la littérature romantique est la seule qui soit susceptible 
encore d’être perfectionnée”.25 In the introduction, she compares French cultural chauvin-
ism with the superstition that condemned Galileo – leaving it to the reader to spell out the 
revolutionary implications of her own work.
22 [Louis de Fontanes], review of De la Littérature, Mercure de France I:1, I:3 (1 Messidor / 1 Thermidor 
An VIII [1800]) 13-38, 171-196; [François René de Chateaubriand], “Lettre à M. Fontanes”, Mercure de 
France III:13 (1 Nivôse An IX [1800]), 14-38. For an overview, see the Garnier edition of De la Littéra-
ture (ed. Axel Blaeschke, Paris 1998), 593-615
23 Staël, De la Littérature, 200-5
24 Staël, De l’Allemagne (London: Murray 1813), Vol. I ch. II.11; cf. Chetana Nagavajara, August Wilhelm 
Schlegel in Frankreich: Sein Anteil an der Französischen Literaturkritik 1807-1835 (Tübingen: Niemeyer 
1966), 74-104
25 Staël, De l’Allemagne, Vol. I, 291
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The term ‘romantic’ predates Romanticism by more than a century, and it was only in 
the generation after De Staël that authors started calling themselves ‘Romantics’.26 As it is 
used in De l’Allemagne, it had been ‘recently introduced’ into Germany – more precisely, ad-
umbrated in the Schlegel brothers’ journal Athenäum in the late 1790s, and then elaborated 
in two histories of literature in the decade between De la Littérature and De l’Allemagne. 
Germaine de Staël, of course, drew it directly from A.W. Schlegel, who composed and 
delivered his 1808 Vienna lectures while in her company; but its use as a heuristic concept 
in literary history begins slightly earlier. Rather than with the romantic movement itself, 
it begins with Friedrich Bouterwek and his Geschichte der Poesie und Beredsamkeit seit dem 
Ende des dreizehnten Jahrhunderts. Though only mentioned passingly – if at all – in later 
literature, Bouterwek’s work is the most extensive and encompassing of all histories of lit-
erature produced in these decades, and deserves closer attention as an episode both in the 
definition of Romanticism and in the shift from letters to literature. 
Bouterwek states right at the beginning of his Geschichte der Poesie und Beredsam-
keit (1801-19) that he intends his work to be philosophisch-kritisch, not philologisch-biblio-
graphisch; he does not aspire to encyclopaedic completeness.27 Later on, he consistently 
described his work as a pragmatische Geschichte. Still, like other histories in the Göttingen 
Geschichte der Künste und Wissenschaften, it is ambiguous between a history and a biblio-
graphy, divided up into different countries and then into periods. True to the plan of the 
Göttingen project, it begins with the ‘Wiederherstellung’ of the arts and sciences, which 
here means the end of the 13th century. Bouterwek’s notion of literature is the early modern 
inclusive one; his own section of the project is indicated as ‘schöne Litteratur’ or ‘schöne 
Wissenschaften’. For each period, Bouterwek first gives an outline of historical events that 
shaped culture and literature, then treats the major authors, and then the rest of Poesie 
(including novels) and Beredsamkeit (a rather broad category of non-fiction). The work 
of major poets is illustrated by excerpts, particularly for the early period; when discussing 
18th-century authors, Bouterwek assumes the major works to be widely known.
Bouterwek treats countries in the order in which their literature has flowered: Italy 
(vols. I-II), Spain and Portugal (III-IV), France (V-VI), England (VII-VIII), and finally, 
Germany, which Bouterwek sees emerging as a literary nation at last and hopes to re-
vitalize further. His programme unfolds through the successive volumes, as he seeks to 
define the factors that account for the rise and fall of literary nations. In the introduction 
to the first volume, Bouterwek identifies the three factors that distinguish ‘neuere’ from 
‘alte’ literature: Christianity, romantic love as propagated by the troubadours, and true or 
false Gelehrsamkeit. In particular, Bouterwek emphasizes the spirit of equality inherent in 
Christianity and romantic love, which was alien to the ancients. Learning, on the other 
hand, turns bad when it contaminates poetry with displays of erudition and academic 
26 Cf. Hans Eichner (ed.), ‘Romantic’ and its Cognates: The European History of a Word (Toronto: Toron-
to UP 1972)
27 Friedrich Bouterwek, Geschichte der Poesie und Beredsamkeit seit dem Ende des dreizehnten Jahrhun-
derts, Vol. I (Göttingen: Röwer 1801), iii
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standards. Literature, he stipulates, is always a product of its time, and it should be, be-
cause its material is the language in which ideas come to expression:
Wie sich daher der Geist eines Volks in der Sprache zeigt, so zeigt er sich unvermeidlich 
auch in allen Werken der Poesie in dieser Sprache. […] Und dieses Spiel der dunklen 
Vorstellungen, zu dem der Dichter den Geist seines Publikums beleben möchte, ist doch 
größtentheils nur Resultat des Nationalcharakters, der Nationalcultur und der allgemei-
ne Denkart des Volks, in dessen Sprache der Dichter sich mittheilt.28
Thus, the use of samples to illustrate this character becomes a natural part of Bouterwek’s 
history. Particularly for the history of Spanish and Portuguese literature, Bouterwek was 
doing pioneer work. Together with Italian literature, these are his antidote to classicism; 
they form “ein geschlossenes Ganzes, aus welchem man lernen kann, was romantische Poe-
sie auf dem Gipfel ihrer Vollendung war.”29 His volume on Spanish literature had an inde-
pendent success of its own, translated into French, English, and Spanish. Bouterwek finds 
the Spanish character especially congenial: “Deutsches Gemuth und spanische Phantasie 
in kräftiger Vereinigung, was könnten die nicht hervorbringen!”30 After this, his judgement 
on French literature is relatively mild. He sees the age of Louis XIV as a high point in 
human civilization, and seeks to understand the cultural politics that produced it rather 
than to demote it from its high standing. For Bouterwek, it is the outcome of the concen-
trated effort of a nation, with Louis XIV at the focal point ‘representing’ the monarchy 
in all its glory, setting an ideal for all to aspire to.31 That ideal, however, should not have 
been imposed on or exported to other countries. Bouterwek’s arch-enemy is Voltaire, “der 
letzte eminente Dichter aus der Schule des Corneille und Racine”,32 whose corrupting in-
fluence far outweighs his literary merits: he has made a kind of immoral frivolity fashion-
able which serves off deep questions with a bon-mot, and plays with historical facts “wie 
mit einem Fangballe”.33
Fortunately, he continues in the next volumes, English has come to compete with if 
not replace French in literary fashion since the mid-18th century. England, for Bouterwek, 
is, where constitutional monarchy has given rise to independent authorship, republican 
spirit, realistic novels, and appreciation of nature. Its poetic ‘golden age’, obviously, comes 
before that of France, and indeed Shakespeare gets far more pages than any other author 
in the entire Geschichte der Poesie und Beredsamkeit. For the later 18th century, Bouter-
wek rather focuses on Beredsamkeit, that is, on history and philosophy. These volumes 
appeared in 1809-10; the three volumes on Germany that followed took Bouterwek nine 
years. Only here, Bouterwek departs from his usual timeline to include early medieval 
28 Ibid., 3
29 Vol. IV (1805), viii
30 Vol. III (1804), ix
31 Vol. VI (1806), 5-6
32 Ibid., 27
33 Ibid., 359
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works, with the argument that ‘German literature forms a whole’. Especially in the works 
of the Minnesänger, he finds
Die ganze Kraft und Fülle der Phantasie und die ganze Wärme und Zartheit des Ge-
fühls, die wir an der romantischen Poesie in ihrer ursprünglichen, völlig entwickelten, 
aber noch von keine Nachahmung des classischen Alterthums gebildeten Natur bewun-
dern müssen.34
But in the next sentence, he warns against ‘romantic prejudice’. About later medieval and 
early modern German literature, he finds little to praise until Klopstock, Wieland and 
Lessing. When he had reached that point, the project had already taken too much of his 
time. He sees a ‘revolutionary character’ emerging around 1770 not just in German litera-
ture, but in ‘alle Wissenschaften’;35 but he does not go into detailed discussions of Goethe 
and Schiller, the main representatives of that revolutionary character in literature. On the 
final pages, Bouterwek deplores that he did not take the link between medieval and mod-
ern literature into account from the beginning of his work, but he simultaneously accuses 
the ‘so-called Romantics’ of turning medievalism into a new kind of classicism. Wearily, af-
ter 19 years and more than 5,000 pages, he complains that these ‘so-called Romantics’ treat 
him like a dusty old compiler36 – all too aware, probably, that there was some justice in the 
verdict and that literary developments had outdated his initial ambitions.
Bouterwek does not define what he means by ‘romantisch’. Deriving its name from the 
Romance languages, he links it to romantic love, chivalry, medieval spirit, Schwärmerei, and 
poetry in the modern European languages in general. It is only partially a programmatic 
term, one that he does not fully embrace; apart from criticizing Schwärmerei, Bouterwek 
also sees late medieval chivalric poetry as a romantic excess, a taste as artificial as French 
Classicism. The substantive ‘Romantik’ is only used in the final volume. In the lectures 
about aesthetics which he was delivering simultaneously, he inveighs against “einen toll 
gewordenen ästhetischen Idealismus” sinking into mysticism,37 and holds a plea for ‘das 
Classische’ understood as a high point of cultural perfection and aesthetic balance, rather 
than as a trivial set of Classicistic rules.38 In the second edition of his Aesthetik (1815) he 
drops this part, saying that the first edition was distorted by a polemic against “eine neue 
Schule, die seitdem schon das Schicksal ähnlicher Schulen empfindet”.39 On the whole, he 
seems to have had more of a grudge against the Schlegel brothers than they had against 
34 Vol. IX (1812), 94
35 Vol. XI (1819), 350
36 “Daß die Schriftsteller aus der Schule, gegen deren Anmaßungen laut sich zu erklären er [der Ver-
fasser] kein Bedenken trug, ihm Verstand und Geschmack zugleich absprachen, mußte ihn weniger 
befremden, als, daß einige von ihnen so großmüthig dachten, ihm doch das Verdienst eines geistlosen 
Compilators einzuräumen.” (Vol. XI, 533)
37 Bouterwek, Ästhetik (Leipzig: Martini 1806), Vol. I, lv-vi; Vol. II, 213
38 Ibid., Vol. II, 229ff
39 Ästhetik 2nd ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 1815), iii
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him; a condescending footnote in August Wilhelm Schlegel’s lectures provoked pages of 
ire in Bouterwek’s review of it.40
Although the influence of the ‘new school’ was anything but over in 1815, it is true that 
the Early Romantic circle of the Schlegels, Schelling, Novalis, and Schleiermacher in Jena 
and Berlin had scattered after a few years. Athenäum, the journal of the Schlegel brothers, 
ceased publication in 1800; Novalis died young in 1801; A.W. Schlegel’s wife divorced him 
in 1803 to marry Schelling. The lectures that A.W. Schlegel delivered in Berlin, 1801-04 on 
Schöne Litteratur und Kunst were not as radical as his brother’s elliptic, intentionally frag-
mented thoughts published in Athenäum, and he found only part of them worth publish-
ing. The final part, the 1803-04 lectures on romantic (i.e. medieval and modern) literature, 
was not even written out in full. In what was published, he spells a damning judgement on 
the state of German literature,
Daß mir vorkommt, als hätten wir noch gar keine Litteratur, sondern wären höchstens 
auf dem Punkt, eine zu bekommen […]. Es versteht sich, daß hier nicht von gelehrten 
und wissenschaftlichen Werken die Rede ist, sondern von Litteratur im engeren Sinne.41
It is a rhetorical exaggeration, watered down a bit by the explanation that follows: Schlegel 
admits that there are outstanding works, but they are still an Aggregat, not a System – not 
yet a coherent corpus on which the nation can draw.
The agenda of Friedrich Schlegel, in the Athenäum fragments, had been to bring to-
gether art and science, philosophy and poetry, poetry and prose, genius and criticism in an 
ever-evolving romantic ‘progressive Universalpoesie’.42 In August Wilhelm’s Berlin lectures, 
‘romantic poetry’ primarily meant “Poesie der Hauptnationen des neueren Europa”;43 but 
he retained the idea of romantic poetry as infinitely progressing, aspiring towards the in-
finite, as well as the link between literature and criticism. What fired the aspiration towards 
the infinite, and what distinguished ‘romantic’ from ‘classical’ was the spirit of Christianity, 
chivalry, and courteous love. So far, A.W. Schlegel and Bouterwek would have agreed. But 
Schlegel’s notion of Romanticism, even as a heuristic concept in literary history, is much 
more demanding and much further conceptualized than Bouterwek’s. 
40 Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen, Vol. I (1810), 217-224, 409-416. The first part, about A.W. Schlegel’s lec-
tures on classical theatre, is positive enough. Cf. Achim Hölter, “August Wilhelm Schlegels Göttinger 
Mentoren”, in Y.G. Mix & J. Strobel (eds.), Der Europäer A.W. Schlegel. Romantische Kulturtransfer – 
romantische Wissenswelten (Berlin: De Gruyter 2010), 20-22
41 A.W. Schlegel, “Über Litteratur, Kunst und Geist des Zeitalters”, Europa Vol. II (1803), 3-95: 4. 
Schlegel sent the manuscript of the first cycle, on Kunstlehre, to Schelling to use for his lectures on 
Philosophie der Kunst (published 1859). The full manuscript of Schlegel’s lectures was published by 
Jacob Minor in 1884. Cf. Stefan Knödler, “August Wilhelm Schlegels Vorlesungen – Analoge und dig-
itale Edition”, literaturkritik.de no. 9, September 2014 (http://literaturkritik.de/id/19679 [accessed 24 
November 2016]); Roger Paulin, The Life of August Wilhelm Schlegel, Cosmopolitan of Art and Poetry 
(Cambridge: Open Book Publishers 2016), 202-220
42 Friedrich Schlegel, “Fragmente”, Athenäum I.2 (1798), 179-322: 204-206, 209-210
43 A.W. Schlegel, Vorlesungen über schöne Literatur [und Kunst]. Dritter Teil (1803-1804): Geschichte der 
romantischen Literatur (ed. J. Minor) (Heilbronn: Henniger 1884), 3
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Criticism, as A.W. Schlegel defined it in his 1808 Vienna lectures on Dramatische 
Kunst und Litteratur, is what connects history and aesthetics. The philosophy of beauty in 
itself does not teach you anything about art; it only does so in combination with its history, 
which should be lit by ‘the torch of criticism’.44 In the second edition (1817), he offers a more 
pointed, Kantian formulation:
Die Geschichte der schönen Künste lehrt uns, was geleistet worden, die Theorie, was 
geleistet werden soll. Ohne ein verbindendes Mittelglied würden beyde abgesondert und 
unzulänglich bleiben.45
Schlegel’s lectures are built upon a limited number of examples. The truly classical theatre, 
he argues, is only to be found in ancient Greece, and the truly romantic only in England 
and Spain. Although he treats the theatre as a pars pro toto for literary culture at large, and 
recycles a lot of material from his earlier Berlin lectures, limiting his subject matter makes 
it easier for him to elaborate his standpoint as a critic, rather than writing ‘a book about 
book titles, as in ordinary Litterargeschichte’.46 What he does is not histoire philosophique 
proper either; it is rather a long historical essay on the nature of ancient and modern po-
etry, the aim of which is “die Begriffe zu entwickeln, wonach der Kunstwerth der drama-
tischen Hervorbringungen verschiedner Zeitalter und Völker zu schätzen ist.”47
Schlegel’s notions of ‘classical’ and ‘romantic’ overlap significantly with Schiller’s earlier 
distinction between naiv and sentimental, a debt which he does not acknowledge, as he had 
quarreled with Schiller. The example that he does cite for grasping the spirit of Greek art 
is Winckelmann, just like his brother, in his first works, had aspired to become the Winck-
elmann of Greek poetry. To draw the analogy with Winckelmann further, Schlegel’s Vor-
lesungen are filled with metaphors comparing classical poetry to sculpture. The classical is a 
self-sufficient, idealized representation, leaving out all unnecessary elements, like a statue; 
the romantic is a colourful, varied canvas, the incomplete representation of something else. 
“Oder noch anders ausgedrückt: das Prinzip der antiken Poesie ist idealistisch, das der ro-
mantischen mystisch”.48 Although the classical, for Schlegel, represents a timeless ideal, it is 
also one that is unattainable for the moderns, belonging to an earlier epoch, and rooted in a 
Bacchic cult. For Schlegel, this was not a paradox. The Greeks inhabited a different world, 
in which their forms of theatre were einheimisch: a world in which the Gods were natural 
forces, engaged in the same struggle as human beings; in which tragedy presented that 
struggle in its purified form, and in which the gross caricatures of old comedy presented its 
counterpart, the parody of its high values and the free reign of animal spirits. Essentially, it 
is a closed world, which requires deep knowledge of the language to penetrate, and broad 
44 A.W. Schlegel, Über dramatische Kunst und Litteratur (Heidelberg: Mohr & Zimmer 1809-11), Vol. I, 
4
45 Id., 2nd ed. (Heidelberg: Mohr & Winter 1817), Vol. I, 4
46 Id., 1st ed., Vol. I, 28-29
47 Ibid., Vol. I, iii
48 Ibid., Vol. II.1, 115
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study of antiquity to appreciate.49 The works of Shakespeare and Calderón, on the other 
hand – Schlegel’s main examples of romantic theatre, which he had translated into Ger-
man – should be judged by different standards. They do not separate tragedy and comedy, 
but create whole characters and dissect human relations. Schlegel describes this ‘blend-
ing of opposites’ in language that almost literally echoes his brother’s Athenäum fragment 
about romantic Universalpoesie.50
The Vorlesungen, then, do not only counter French Classicism with a modern roman-
tic model, but also with a new image of classical antiquity, an image that is itself both ro-
manticized and rooted in philological research – both Schlegels, after all, had been trained 
in Heyne’s seminar. Schlegel does not dismiss French Classicism easily. Three out of fifteen 
chapters are devoted to French theatre, while Spanish and German theatre get one each, 
and Italian a half. Particularly, he devotes a full chapter to disputing Racine’s and Voltaire’s 
ideas about the ‘unity of time, place, and action’, which according to Schlegel is a muddled 
concept, partly stemming from practical limitations, and derived from an incomplete, cor-
rupted Aristotelian text. 
When Schlegel was giving his lectures in 1808, the German states were at a political 
nadir and partly wiped off the map. The tone of his lectures is only rarely chauvinistic; he 
does not grant Germany a status aparte, and he tries to be impartial – in spite of ‘friendly 
or antagonistic relations’ – in his judgement on Goethe and Schiller. Finally, he calls upon 
German authors not to emulate French or Greek tragedy, but to turn to historical drama, 
“die würdigste Gattung des romantischen Schauspiels”.51 When his brother, in turn, deliv-
ered his own lectures on alte und neue Litteratur in 1812, the tone was much different. After 
his conversion to Catholicism, Friedrich Schlegel had become a propagandist of the resto-
ration, and was seeking the favours of Metternich, to whom the work is dedicated. Fried-
rich obviously knew less about modern foreign literature than his brother, and the gaps 
are filled with rants against godless modern philosophy. ‘Romantic’, in Friedrich Schlegel’s 
view of literary history, does not equate with ‘modern’; he seeks to identify a continuous 
‘spiritual development’ of which ancient Greece, India, and Persia are part – and of which 
Germany, in medieval and modern times, is the privileged representative, from the Nibe-
lungenlied, Gothic architecture, German mysticism, Luther (!), and Leibniz to the present 
revival of national popular spirit. Eventually, a split grew between the Schlegel brothers, 
with Friedrich’s politics and mysticism as two of the main causes.52
49 Ibid., Vol. I, 65ff. Winckelmann’s work, according to Schlegel, provides the best if not the only key 
“um uns in dieses Heiligthum des schönen durch tiefe in sich gesammelte Betrachtung einzuführen” 
(p. 68); on the other hand, his listeners would be ‘ill advised’ to consult La Harpe on Greek theatre 
(p. 72).
50 “Die antike Kunst und Poesie geht auf strenge Sonderung des Ungleichartigen, die romantische 
gefällt sich in unauflöslichen Mischungen; alle Entgegengesetzten: Natur und Kunst, Poesie und 
Prosa, Ernst und Scherz, Erinnerung und Ahndung, Geistigkeit und Sinnlichkeit, das Irdische und 
Göttliche, Leben und Tod, verschmelzt sie auf das innigste mit einander.” Vol. II.2, 13-14
51 Ibid., Vol. II.2, 427
52 Paulin, August Wilhelm Schlegel, 522-526
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None of the authors discussed in this section published anything on the history of 
(modern) literature after 1820. Germaine de Staël died in 1817 with A.W. Schlegel by her 
side. After her death, he took up a professorship in Bonn and focused on Sanskrit studies, 
while lecturing on virtually everything; but he did not continue his work on Provençal, 
or on the Nibelungenlied, and left it to others to complete his Shakespeare translation. 
Bouterwek returned to his philosophical work, which he valued much higher than his con-
tribution to the Göttingen Geschichte. Sismondi, after his history of the Italian republics, 
wrote a history of France. None of them actively contributed to turning literary history 
into an academic discipline. 
What was institutionalized, at German universities in the period 1810-1840, was 
specifically German language and literature, with an emphasis on the philological study 
of medieval literature.53 Claude Fauriel was appointed professor of littérature étrangère in 
Paris in 1830, devoting most of his time to Provençal but also drawing comparisons across 
Romance languages. While there is some overlap, national/vernacular philology is not the 
same as literary history. Rather, it is one part of modern literary history, together with 
literary criticism and a kind of cultural history with emphasis on literature – and indeed, 
since then, literary history has been ambivalent between these three. National philology 
did not ‘produce’ modern histories of literature; the temporal order is the other way round.
There are striking analogies between developments in the history of literature and 
art history in the first decades of the 19th century. There is a shift in the notion of Art, 
singular, simultaneous to the writing of histories about medieval and modern art. There 
is a similar ambiguity between a narrow, stylistic/iconographic approach to art history, 
aesthetically minded art criticism, and the study of art as part of wider cultural histo-
ry. There are even similar transitional figures: Séroux d’Agincourt, an 18th-century figure 
whose history of medieval art was published in the early 19th; and Fiorillo, another con-
tributor to the Göttingen Geschichte, whose Geschichte der zeichnenden Künste sought to 
introduce method into what had previously been the province of connoisseurs.54 There 
are also marked differences. First, there is a difference in institutional outcomes: art histo-
ry emancipated itself much more distinctly as a discipline than literary history, and even 
today, art historians generally have independent departments, while literary historians are 
scattered across different institutes. Second, art history had a much stronger antecedent in 
the work of Winckelmann, while there is less direct involvement of the Romantic move-
ment in it. Third, art historians had museums: the history of art history as a discipline is 
intertwined with the creation of public (national) museums around 19th-century Europe. 
Finally, nationalism was less rampant in 19th-century art history than it was in histories of 
53 Cf. Uwe Meves, “Zum Institutionalisierungsprozeß der deutschen Philologie: Die Periode der 
Lehrstuhlerrichtung”, in J. Fohrmann & W. Voßkamp (eds.), Wissenschaftsgeschichte der Germanistik 
im 19. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart / Weimar: Metzler 1994), 115-203; Lothar Bluhm, Die Brüder Grimm 
und der Beginn der Deutschen Philologie (Spolia Berolinensa 11; Hildesheim: Weidmann 1997), ch. 5
54 Cf. Daniela Mondini, Mittelalter im Bild: Séroux d’Agincourt und die Kunsthistoriographie um 1800 
(Zürich: ZIP 2005); Claudia Schrapel, Johann Dominicus Fiorillo: Grundlagen zur wissenschafts-
geschichtlichen Beurteilung der “Geschichte der zeichnenden Künste in Deutschland und den vereinigten 
Niederlanden” (Hildesheim: Olms 2004)
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literature. It dealt, after all, with non-verbal arts that crossed language borders more easily, 
and medieval art and architecture were associated with le génie du Christianisme rather 
than with the voice of a nation.
New Antiquity: Egypt and Mesopotamia
While art and literature became the subject of art history and literary history, antiquity un-
derwent a different change in the first decades of the 19th century. It became broader, fuller, 
and deeper than it had been before. Antiquity became broader because of the inclusion of 
Egypt, India, Persia and Mesopotamia, through expeditions, mass excavations, and philo-
logical reconstructions; fuller because of the reconstruction of classical cultures as wholes, 
in such works as August Boeckh’s Staathaushaltung der Athener and Karl Otfried Müller’s 
Die Dorier, or John Gardner Wilkinson’s Manners and Customs of the Ancient Egyptians; 
and deeper because new strata of history and prehistory were uncovered, archaeologically, 
philologically, and geologically. The changes to the image of the ancient world were such 
that we can speak of a New Antiquity – one that consisted of new ancient worlds in the 
plural, which became, eventually, separate fields of study.
The outline of classical antiquity, throughout the Early Modern period, was relatively 
stable, after Humanism had established a classical corpus. Greek and Roman history was 
essentially history as contained in that corpus, at least until Winckelmann and Gibbon. 
For Egypt and Mesopotamia, and for the pre-classical period in general, the main sources 
were the Old Testament and Herodotus. More puzzling to authors of early modern chro-
nologies and universal histories, there were fragments of two sources from the Hellenistic 
era, Berosus’ Babyloniaca and Manetho’s Egyptiaca. Berosus and Manetho, both priests that 
wrote in Greek, listed Babylonian and Egyptian dynasties along with earlier divine kings 
and myths that conflicted with Biblical chronology. That scarce information was supple-
mented with travel accounts from the near and far East, mummies and obelisks, and prints 
of Persepolis, Palmyra, and Baalbek to feed the imagination. But any attempts at a wider 
ancient history were bound to remain speculative; openly conjectural like Goguet’s Origine 
des Loix or De Pauw’s Recherches philosophiques sur les Égyptiens et les Chinois, or cross-
ing the line between speculation and fantasy like the works of Warburton and Gébelin. 
Even the work of the Asiatick Society and Anquetil-Duperron’s Zend-Avesta translation 
at first were a cause for confusion rather than a basis for new histories; and scepticism 
about the authenticity and antiquity of the Vedic and Zoroastric corpuses, as we have seen, 
continued for decades.
The images of pharaonic remains in the Description de l’Égypte (1809-28) were some-
thing different. Not because ancient Egypt was ‘new’ – it was already known through clas-
sical authors, material remains, and travel accounts – but because ancient civilization had 
never been documented on this scale before, with such a combination of accuracy and 
artistry. But publication of the Description was painstakingly slow, the costs prohibitive 
to both the French state and prospective buyers, and circulation relatively limited – 700 
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of the 1,000 sets of the first edition were unsold in 1820, when 40% of the work was not 
even yet printed.55 A more commercially viable edition in smaller livraisons, and with text 
volumes in manageable quartos, was finally completed in 1830, filling 37 volumes in a cus-
tom-made cabinet.
The Description only gradually became an ‘archaeological’ project. Most of the infor-
mation was originally gathered by the draughtsmen, architects, engineers, and geographers 
who made up the majority of Napoleon’s scientific staff during the Egyptian expedition 
(1798-1801). Although fascination for ancient Egypt played a role in taking along a schol-
arly army of unprecedented size on a military campaign, initially, this had not been their 
main task. The Institut d’Égypte, set up shortly after the conquest of Cairo, was a smaller 
version of the Institut National, with sections for mathématiques, physique, économie poli-
tique, and littérature et beaux-arts, officially occupied with “propagating Enlightenment in 
Egypt” as well as “the study of natural, industrial, and historical facts”.56 The aim of uniting 
their work in an ‘ouvrage commun’ was first given in a directive by Napoleon’s chief of staff 
in Egypt, general Kléber, when Napoleon had already returned to France;57 it only became 
a project of encyclopaedic proportions in a decree issued in 1802, after the surrender of 
the French Army in Egypt, seeking scholarly prestige to compensate for military defeat. 
Eventually, the section Antiquités came to fill more than half of the Description; the other 
sections were État moderne and Histoire naturelle.
55 Michael Albin, “Napoleon’s Description de l’Égypte: Problems of corporate Authorship”, Publishing 
History 8 (1980), 65–85: 78
56 “Formation de l’Institut d’Égypte”, La Décade égyptienne I (An VII [1798]), 9-15
57 “Précis des séances et des travaux de l’Institut de l’Égypte”, La Décade égyptienne III (An VIII [1800]), 
292-306: 300; Albin, “Napoleon’s Description de l’Égypte”, 66. Kléber’s letter to the Institut was signed 
1. Frumaire (22 November), twelve days after Napoleons coup d’état. 
Image 32: Top segment of the Rosetta stone. Description de l’Égypte, section Antiquités.
Planches Vol. V (1822)
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The great shock of the new for European readers came not so much from the De-
scription as from Vivant Denon’s account of the Egyptian expedition, Voyage en la basse 
et la haute Égypte, pendant les Campagnes du Général Bonaparte (1802). Accompanied by 
141 plates with hundreds of illustrations and a volume of reports by other scholars on the 
main Egyptian monuments, it was something of a try-out version of the Description, while 
Denon’s vivid account of the expedition, with sublime views of temples at Thebes and gory 
scenes of battle, gave the whole both a seal of authenticity and a sensational flavour. De-
non had joined a further mission southward on his own initiative, and had been the first 
to document the monuments of Upper Egypt. An expert draughtsman and connoisseur, 
he insisted on autopsy: almost all plates, whether panoramas, maps, architectural details, 
inscriptions, or fighting scenes, are marked Denon del. The outdoor scenes, according to 
Denon, were often done in a great hurry, as the army marched on, “sur mon genou, ou de-
bout, ou même à cheval; je n’ai jamais put en terminer un seul à ma volonté.”58 Repeatedly, 
he claims that the plates reproduce his drawings as they were made on the spot:
…en général le premier devoir d’un voyageur est de rendre compte de toutes ses sensa-
tions, sans permettre de les juger et de les dénaturer. C’est pourquoi je me suis fait une loi 
de donner à la gravure mes dessins tels que je les ai faits d’après nature.59
This is a somewhat improbable claim, given the accomplished nature of the prints.60 Nor 
would leaving them uncorrected have been a plausible way to warrant accuracy – it just 
doesn’t work like that. But his self-imposed ‘law’ has the effect of turning his sketches into 
‘observations’ (a word he uses often) without asserting for himself a status as an expert. 
Now that other scholars are already combining their efforts and refining these observa-
tions, Denon writes at the end of his travels, he feels freed from the need to add his own 
‘digressions critiques’:
Réduit à mes faibles moyens, comment aurais-je voulu mesurer mes travaux aux travaux 
de toute une société, émettre des hypothèses, lorsque sans doute on pourra présenter des 
certitudes, enfin marcher, pour ainsi dire, à tâtons à coté d’un faisceau de lumières!61
Denon’s Voyage became a less scientific work in its (approx. 40) reprints and translations: 
most of them leave out the appended mémoires and the separate volume of plates, and 
include at best a selection of copied engravings. There is no direct link between Denon’s 
explorations in Egypt and his subsequent work as director of the Louvre, in which capacity 
he coordinated the systematic plunder of art collections throughout Napoleonic Europe; 
the Louvre only started collecting Egyptiana in the 1820s. Nor did he draw any further 
art-historical implications in his posthumous Monuments des Arts du Dessin (1826). There 
58 Dominique Vivant Denon, Voyage en la basse et la haute Égypte, pendant les Campagnes du Général 
Bonaparte (Paris: Didot 1802), viii
59 Ibid., 118
60 Cf. Michel Dewachter, “Denon, l’Égypte, Champollion et le Louvre: De la légende à la réalité”, in D. 
Gallo (ed.), Les Vies de Dominique-Vivant Denon, Vol. II (Paris: Louvre / Documentation Française 
2001), 569-598, esp. 578-583, who has tracked the portfolio of Denon’s drawings.
61 Denon, Voyage, 223-224
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is a short section on Egyptian art at the beginning, mainly based on his private collections 
(including a mummy, a mummified head and some body parts) – but there had been such 
sections in Caylus and Winckelmann as well, and Denon gives no larger place to Egypt in 
art history than they do.
Still, Vivant Denon the adventurer and art plunderer is more representative than the 
Description for how Egypt was explored in the post-Napoleonic period. After 1815, Ancient 
Egypt became the battleground of competing monument-hunters who hauled entire tombs 
and temples to Europe, partly employed by the British consul and the French ex-consul. In 
one case, former circus strongman Giovanni Belzoni managed to have a seven-ton monu-
mental bust of Ramses II carried off to London, later sold to the British Museum. After 
four years of opening tombs and selling their contents, Belzoni wrote a narrative of his ex-
ploits, under a similar veil of epistemic innocence as Denon; it featured a separate volume 
of hand-coloured plates, including recently unearthed Theban tomb interiors unmatched 
in vivacity by anything in the Description. Also, Belzoni proudly announced to his readers 
that the mysterious script had begun to become legible: “according to Dr. Young’s late dis-
covery of a great number of hieroglyphics, he found the names of Nichao and Psammethis 
Image 33: The temple of Apollinopolis, half-buried in the sand. Vivant Denon, Voyage dans la Basse et la 
Haute Égypte [London ed.] (1802)
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his son, inserted in the drawings I have taken of this tomb.”62 Unfortunately, this was one 
instance in which Thomas Young’s partly correct transliteration system turned out to be 
fully wrong.
The expeditions under Jean-François Champollion and Ippolito Rosellini (1828-29) 
and under Richard Lepsius (1842-45) present a mixed picture. They were, for all their 
scholarly ambitions, equally unscrupulous monument hunts on a larger scale and with 
Royal funding and sanction. Champollion took home an obelisk and had part of the tomb 
that Belzoni unearthed hacked out; Lepsius’ wish list included two obelisks as well as the 
King’s list of Karnak, which was snatched and shipped off to France shortly before Lepsius 
arrived on the spot.63 As with the Description, the main part of their published outcomes 
were massive volumes of plates. Of the accompanying text volumes, Rosellini’s were the 
only ones that actually accompanied the plates; their most outstanding feature, in vols. 
I.1 and I.2, is a reconstruction of the Egyptian dynasties. The text volumes of Lepsius and 
Champollion appeared posthumously, long after the plate volumes, but not as typeset 
books; like Champollion’s Egyptian dictionary, they are facsimile reproductions of written 
texts, slightly edited from the manuscripts of their expedition journals, with interspersed 
ground plans and hieroglyphic texts. Champollion’s own plans for the text that should 
have accompanied the plates were much different, but his ambitions were interrupted by 
his early death in 1832:
L’ouvrage qui était le fruit de son voyage en Égypte, devait être rédigé dans un ordre réglé 
par la diversité même des matières, état civil, monuments historiques, religion et culte 
public, sciences et arts, sujets astronomiques etc.; il se proposait de composer ainsi un 
tableau régulier de l’état antique de la civilisation égyptienne, et de rétablir l’histoire de 
l’Égypte selon le témoignage irrécusable des monuments originaux contemporains des 
événements.64
Lepsius did not have the excuse of an early death, as he lived for another forty years as 
a professor and director of the Egyptian Museum in Berlin after his return. But he was 
overwhelmed by the task, given that many of the collected texts could not yet be properly 
translated, let alone given a ‘philologisch-kritische Erklärung’; and so he devoted himself 
to a wide range of ‘preparatory’ works instead.65 The text that was published between 1897 
and 1913 is reshuffled to follow the geographical order of the plates rather than the chrono-
logical order of the journal; but otherwise, according to his successor, it barely needed 
emendation, especially because Lepsius’ notes avoided all kind of interpretation: “Kein Er-
62 Giovanni Belzoni, Narrative of the Operations and recent Discoveries within the Pyramids, Temples, 
Tombs, and Excavations in Egypt and Nubia (London: Murray 1820), 242
63 Bénédicte Savoy & Dietrich Wildung, “Neue Impulse aus Berlin? Ägyptische Museen in Europa vor 
und nach der Eröffnung des Neuen Museums in Berlin”, in E. Bergvelt et al. (eds.), Museale Spezialis-
ierung und Nationalisierung ab 1830: Das Neue Museum in Berlin im internationalen Kontext (Berliner 
Schriften zur Museumsforschung 29; Berlin: Staatliche Museen & G + H Verlag 2011), 51-68: 61
64 Jean-François Champollion, Monuments de l’Égypte et de la Nubie, Vol. I (Paris: Didot 1835), ii
65 Richard Lepsius, Denkmäler aus Ägypten und Äthiopien. Text, Vol. I (ed. E. Naville & K. Sethe ) 
(Leipzig: Hinrich 1897), vi-vii
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läutern der Darstellungen und kein Übertragen und Kommentieren der Inschriften, aber 
jedem Benutzer der Tafeln soll der Text mitteilen, ‘was er vor sich hat, wo es hergenommen 
ist und was sich sonst als bemerkenswert zunächst dabei heraussteltt.’”66 Likewise, the no-
tices accompanying the plates in Champollion’s Monuments were kept intentionally brief, 
“borné à la description”, rather than offering “de longs discours plus ou moins instructifs, 
[…] des interprétations bien incertains”.67
If you compare the Description de l’Égypte with the compendia and further outcomes 
of Rosellini, Champollion, and Lepsius, two differences are apparent. The first is the 
gradual development of a standardized, contourless, non-aestheticized type of line draw-
ing to represent reliefs and inscriptions. Although photography was brought to Egypt early 
on, to avoid this painstaking and time-devouring work,68 it never resulted in the same kind 
of legible, non-ambiguous, standardized reproductions, and so drawings are still part of 
modern archaeology long after they have disappeared from art history. The second is a dif-
ference in research agendas. The Mémoires in the Antiquities section of the Description are 
66 Ibid., x
67 Champollion, Monuments Vol. I, iii
68 François Arago, Rapport sur le Daguerrotype (Paris: Bachelier 1839), 28-31 already highlights this pos-
sibility; the first extensive use is in Maxime du Camp, Égypte, Nubie, Palestine et Syrie: dessins photo-
graphiques recueillis pendant les années 1849, 1850 et 1851 (Paris: Gide & Baudry 1852)
Image 34: Standardized line drawing. Lepsius, Denkmäler aus Ägypten und Äthiopien Vol. III (1849-58). 
Note that relief a is “jetzt im K.[öniglichen] Mus.[eum] zu Berlin”
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a combination of measurements and antiquarian interests – as you would expect from en-
gineers and geographers describing antiquities. This includes reconstructions of Egyptian 
astronomy, Egyptian measures, the number system, and the Egyptian calendar. In Rosel-
lini’s Monumenti, the main subject is Egyptian kings. At that point, knowledge of the script 
and language was still rudimentary, especially if you were not Champollion; but cartouches 
with royal names were at the basis of decipherment, and they were both easy to pick out 
and significant as historical data. Champollion, in the two years between his return from 
Egypt and his death, wrote the manuscripts of his Egyptian grammar and dictionary; for 
him the monument hunt was also the search for linguistic data with which to disclose a 
larger historical record. But his proposal for a systematic overview of ancient Egyptian 
history and civilisation would have been optimistic even if the French-Tuscan collabora-
tion had not collapsed under political circumstances. Lepsius, in his report to the Prussian 
Ministry, sketches an even more encompassing tableau: he claims to have improved upon 
Champollion and Rosellini in chronology, history, philology, and geography, to have put 
Egyptian mythology upon a firm footing, to have introduced the study of art history, ar-
chitecture, and general linguistics into the domain of Egyptology, to have explored a whole 
new area – south of the second Nile cataract – and a whole new era, the period from 3000 
to 1700 BCE.69 His combined research output indeed covers all these domains – especially 
philology, chronology, and general linguistics70 – but it also shows how he fell short of his 
own ideal of a unified, systematic study of antiquity. Lepsius reconstructed the Book of 
the Dead and the Book of Kings, published about Greek, Zend, Nubian, Arabic, and Chi-
nese as well as on alphabets and phonetics in general, produced a phonetic alphabet, and 
speculated about Egypt in the Stone Age, but he never wrote anything like a monograph 
or synthesis.
Bringing some kind of unity to antiquity was a problem already before the Middle 
East became the subject of excavations and compendia, not just for Egyptian history. Ar-
nold Heeren had been updating his Ideen über die Politik, den Verkehr und den Handel 
der vornehmsten Völker der alten Welt from the first edition in 1793-96 to the Zusätze und 
Umarbeitungen for the fourth edition in 1827, but they remained Ideen, and they were be-
ing attacked by Niebuhr, A.W. Schlegel and Gervinus as ‘unscientific’ and ‘dilletantish’ (see 
ch. 3). Langlès, in his compendium Monuments d’Hindoustan (1816), felt he was not in a 
position to write about ancient Indian history with the material then available, although 
he did draw comparisons between ancient India and ancient Egypt. Champollion’s older 
brother, Jacques-Joseph Champollion-Figeac, wrote a volume on Egypt for the popular 
history series l’Univers. While devoid of footnotes and technical commentary, it was a co-
69 “Auszug aus dem an das Ministerium erstatteten Bericht über die Erwerbungen und Resultate der 
von R. Lepsius geführten Expedition nach Ägypten”, in Georg Ebers, Richard Lepsius: ein Lebensbild 
(Leipzig: Engelmann 1885), 366-375
70 According to my counting, of Lepsius’ 142 listed publications, at least 27 are primarily about philology, 
20 about chronology, and 20 about general linguistics. There are a lot of overlaps and hybrids though. 
Ebers, Lepsius, 376-390
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herent summary of what could be said about ancient Egyptian culture and history on the 
basis of the Description and the Monuments, including smaller reproductions from both.
Most successful in this regard (and also commercially) was John Gardner Wilkinson 
in his The Manners and Customs of the Ancient Egyptians (1837). As a long-time traveller 
and draughtsman in Egypt from 1821 onwards, the author of a Topography and later of a 
Handbook for Travellers, the great advantage he had over Champollion-Figeac was autopsy. 
In its format, Manners and Customs is extraordinary among early 19th-century works on 
ancient history. It offers a reconstruction of Egyptian rites, agriculture, crafts, and social 
structures on the basis of his own drawings, not a compendium with comments but an 
intermingling of text and image. While the Description and the other great compendia 
maintain a strict separation of plates and commentary, Wilkinson flouts this ideal of neu-
tral observation, exhaustiveness, and mechanical objectivity; but Manners and Customs is 
not a first-person narrative like Denon’s or Belzoni’s either. The chronological history is 
restricted to chapter II, simply called ‘History of Egypt’, and interspersed with dynastic 
tables of the 18th to 31st dynasties like the rest of the work is with images. In other chapters, 
Image 35: Cultural history interspersed with images. Gardner Wilkinson, 
Manners and Customs of the Ancient Egyptians Vol. III (1843)
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Wilkinson sometimes quotes whole pages from Herodotus. In some general matters, he 
reverts to commonplaces. Thus, he writes of science in Egypt as ‘priestly secrets’, he echoes 
Herodotus on the influence of Egypt on Greece, and he alludes to the “old and true remark, 
that the inhabitants of a rich country are ever exposed to the aggression of powerful neigh-
bours whose soil is less productive, whilst the destiny of these last is rather to be conqueror 
than conquered”; a danger which Egypt has only been able to avert for most of its history 
because of “the rigid discipline of the Egyptian constitution and the stern regulations of 
the priesthood”.71 
In his report to the ministry, Lepsius alluded favourably to a recent work by ambassa-
dor and independent scholar Christian Bunsen, Ägyptens Stelle in der Weltgeschichte (1844-
57), which purportedly provided a “festere und weitere Begründung der Wissenschaft” for 
Egyptian history than Champollion’s pioneer insights.72 As longtime ambassador in Rome 
and London, Bunsen had excellent access to knowledge without ever having been to Egypt, 
had met Champollion, and had been a crucial support for Lepsius. When Lepsius wrote, 
the first three volumes had just come out; but Lepsius had supplied Bunsen with mate-
rials and seen earlier versions of the manuscript before his departure. These three volumes 
are philological rather than historical: they are a long comment on and comparison of 
the previously known and recently discovered sources, including an interlinear analysis of 
Manetho and Berosus, filled with notes on translation, calculations, genealogies, and tables 
in which different versions were set side by side. The outcome, as previously argued by 
Rosellini, was that Manetho’s sequence of thirty dynasties going back to c. 3000 BCE was 
essentially correct, though kings went under many different names, and many obscurities 
still remained. So far, nothing about ‘Egypt’s place in world history’. 
In his fourth and especially in his two fifth volumes, a decade later, Bunsen offered 
much wilder hypotheses. With a language typology building upon that of the Schlegels, 
Bunsen identified five stages of language formation and grammatical structure, linked to 
five language families and five stages of world-historical development: A. Chinese, B. Tura-
nian/Tibetan, C. proto-Semitic/Iranian, or Chamitic, D. Semitic and Finnic, E. Iranian 
or Aryan.73 Egyptian, in this scheme of things, stands between C and D; the unification 
of Egypt marks the advent of ‘Semitismus’. Moreover, since language and mythology de-
velop in concert, comparative mythology and the emergence of ‘Gottesbewußtsein’ provide 
a key to reconstructing the earliest migrations of civilization. This meant, of course, pos-
tulating a much longer time frame than recorded history, requiring a “Neugestaltung der 
Weltgeschichte”.74 Though it was accompanied by unprecedentedly aggressive rejections 
of Biblical chronology and of ad-hoc hypotheses to save it, Bunsen’s model was itself a 
second-order ad-hoc hypothesis, enveloping the whole of Eurasian civilization and all re-
ligions into an historicized Christianity oddly equivalent with Schellingian pantheism. In 
71 John Wilkinson, The Manners and Customs of the Ancient Egyptians (London: Murray 1837), Vol. II, 
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72 Ebers, Lepsius, 368
73 Christian Bunsen, Ägyptens Stelle in der Weltgeschichte, Vol. V.1-3 (Gotha: Perthes 1856), 37
74 Ibid., 9
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the foreword to the second half of volume V, Bunsen complained about ‘learned critics’ 
who did not understand him. It was, indeed, quite easy to shove him off as an erratic 
amateur at this point,75 the more because he started each volume with the portrait of a 
dead sage in a frame of pharaonic emblems, followed by a lengthy praise of that figure in 
German elegiac distichs. In a way, he was consistently setting forth Schlegel’s and Creuzer’s 
example in making linguistic and mythological comparisons; but in combination with an 
Urvolk hypothesis and a stadial model, it led him to conjure up whole pre-Egyptian em-
pires on no other ground than that they had to be there,76 and to surmise that the names 
of the first Biblical arch-fathers metaphorically stood for the first stages of civilization.77
Ancient Mesopotamia was a greater blank on the historical map than Ancient Egypt 
in the early 19th century, not just because it was further away from Europe but also because 
more of its remains were under the ground. The order of discovery was somewhat differ-
ent: substantial progress in deciphering cuneiform was already being made from the 1830s 
onward by Eugène Burnouf in Paris, Christian Lassen in Bonn, and Henry Rawlinson at 
various stations in the Middle East before excavations were started in the 1840s by French 
consul Paul-Émile Botta and British adventurer Austen Henry Layard.78 Though finding 
places where to dig was not too hard – mounds of ancient cities stood out in the Iraqi 
landscape, and had been cursorily explored previously – the huge reliefs, winged bulls, and 
foundations of palaces that came to light were beyond any possible expectations. As with 
Egyptian remains, the monumental parts of Botta’s and Layard’s finds were duly shipped 
off to the Louvre and the British Museum as much as possible, were disclosed to the pub-
lic almost simultaneously in 1847, and documented in two atlas compendia, Monuments 
of Nineveh and Monument de Nineveh, using the standardized type of line drawing now 
common. Giving them a place in history was harder. Layard thought that the various sites 
he had excavated were all “part of the remains of the ancient city of Nineveh” as described 
in the Bible, even though they were tens of miles apart, and though the finds “were not of 
one period, but were found in various edifices, the earliest probably belonging to the first 
epoch of Assyrian history, and to the remotest antiquity; the latest to the dynasty which 
ruled over Assyria at the time of the fall of the empire, about six hundred years before the 
Christian æra”.79 
In the travelogue that accompanied his compendium, Layard added a section with 
historical observations. The materials for an Assyrian history, he admitted, were still “ex-
75 Cf. Suzanne Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race, and Scholarship 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP 2009), 130
76 Bunsen, Ägyptens Stelle Vol. V.4-5 (1857), 336-337
77 Ibid., 61-71
78 Cf. Henry Rawlinson, The Persian Cuneiform Inscription at Behistun, deciphered and translated ( Jour-
nal of the Royal Asiatic Society X-XI) (London: Parker 1846 [1847]-1849), 3-18 and the “Comparative 
Table of the Persian Cuneiform Alphabet, according to the different Systems of Interpretation” be-
tween pp. 52-53; Archibald Sayce, The Archæology of the Cuneiform Inscriptions (London: Society for 
Promoting Christian Knowledge 1908), ch. 1
79 Austen Henry Layard, The Monuments of Nineveh: from drawings made on the spot (London: Murray 
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ceedingly incomplete”: only three sites had been excavated, knowledge of the “character 
used in the inscriptions” was very limited, no tombs had been discovered, and the only re-
mains were hewn out in stone.80 Though no ‘positive conclusions’ could yet be reached, the 
implications of the findings so far were of such importance for ‘the history of civilisation’ 
that informed conjectures were not only allowed, but even required:
This account of my labours would, however, be incomplete, were I not to point out the 
most important of my results; were I not to show how far the monuments and remains 
discovered tend to elucidate disputed questions of history and chronology, or to throw 
light upon the civilisation, manners, and arts of a people, so little known as the Assyrians. 
[…] The proofs to be adduced in support of the great antiquity of some monuments of 
Nimroud, are entitled to attention, and should not be rejected, merely because they are at 
variance with preconceived notions and theories.81
The way in which Layard presents his observations is like Gardner Wilkinson’s, with text 
and image interspersed; the main difference is that Layard presents them as preliminary 
‘materials for a history’. In spite of these caveats, he feels safe to conclude that “[t]here is no 
reason why we should not assign to Assyria the same remote antiquity we claim for Egypt”, 
that the Assyrian language and race was Semitic, that “there were at least two distinct pe-
riods in Assyrian history”, and that Assyria influenced the arts and culture of Greece and 
Asia Minor.82
At that point, the script that had been reliably deciphered was Old Persian, the sim-
plest and most recent of the cuneiform scripts, in a language related to both modern Per-
sian and Avestan. In the next decade, with the help of trilingual inscriptions from Persian 
kings, especially through the large text at Behistun transcribed by Rawlinson, the much 
more difficult Akkadian (partly phonetic, partly syllabic, and full of icons and ligatures) 
gradually became legible – tested in 1857 with a famous experiment in which Rawlinson, 
his main rival Edward Hincks, and two others independently translated a newly discovered 
15-inch octagonal cylinder.83 What they translated had been the lingua franca of the Middle 
East for two millennia, with a corpus of inscriptions and clay tablets so large that most of it 
is still unread. The third language of the Behistun inscriptions, Elamite, turned out easier 
to decipher but harder to locate historically; the first translation called it ‘Scythic’.84 In 
subsequent decades, several more isolate, Semitic, and Indo-European languages in related 
cuneiform scripts were identified, linked to entire forgotten empires: Sumerian, Hurrian, 
Urartian, Luwian, Hittite.85
80 Layard, Nineveh and its Remains (London: Murray 1849), Vol. II, 153-156
81 Ibid., 153, 157
82 Ibid., 225, 236ff, 232, 285ff
83 Royal Asiatic Society, Inscription of Tiglath Pileser I., King of Assyria, b.C. 1150, as translated by Sir 
Henry Rawlinson, Fox Talbot, Esq., Dr. Hincks, and Dr. Oppert (London: Parker 1857)
84 Edward Norris, “Memoir on the Scythic Version of the Behistun Inscription”, Journal of the Royal 
Asiatic Society XV (1852), 3-213
85 Cf. Sayce, The Archæology of the Cuneiform Inscriptions, 25-35
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Throughout, the study of the ancient Middle East was and remained a science of 
papers and compendia rather than of historical monographs. Botta, after documenting 
his excavations, made no attempts at further interpretation; Rawlinson, after gathering 
and deciphering inscriptions for twenty years, filled a five-volume compendium with The 
Cuneiform Inscriptions of Western Asia (1861-75). Apart from Wilkinson’s Manners and 
Customs, attempts at a wider historical appraisal were of a somewhat derivative nature; 
they were the work of siblings (Champollion-Figeac, George Rawlinson), erudite spon-
sors (Bunsen), and assistants (Bonomi). There was no distinction between amateurs and 
professionals, for there was not yet a profession; while it was Big Science in terms of Royal 
grants and large-scale publications, at the core was a very small community of self-taught 
eccentrics acting on their own initiative. There was, instead, a complex interplay between 
monuments and documents, between first-hand observation and the availability and re-
liability of reproductions, between exploring and philological expertise. Philologists in 
Europe did not have the first-hand access that Champollion and Lepsius had on their 
Egyptian expeditions, or that Botta, Layard, and Rawlinson had in Mesopotamia. But 
the advantage of first-hand access was temporary: Rawlinson, stationed in Bagdad and 
Kandahar and puzzling over his own transcripts, was at first rediscovering and simultane-
ously discovering what Grotefend, Burnouf, and Lassen deciphered in Europe; and later 
his skills at deciphering were matched by those of Hincks, a clergyman from Killyleagh 
who never left the British Isles. Also, the new historical records did not entirely supplant 
classical and Biblical sources; cities and kings were still identified with the help of the Old 
Testament, Herodotus, Berosus, and Manetho.
Image 36: Lowering the great winged bull at Nimrud. Frontispiece of Layard,
Nineveh and its Remains (1849)
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With its massive compendia and its papers on kings and chronologies, customs and 
rites, the 19th-century study of new ancient worlds resembled 18th-century antiquarianism 
both in its form of presentation and in its contents. It no longer called itself antiquarian-
ism, though it continued to use the early modern term ‘archaeology’ with different conno-
tations. At the same time, reconstructing the new ancient past involved cutting-edge lin-
guistic-philological scholarship. Deciphering hieroglyph and cuneiform scripts required a 
theoretical understanding of grammatical structures, arcane knowledge of several Oriental 
languages, and educated guesswork, even after the basics were known. Thus, the study of 
the ancient Middle East was at once methodologically advanced and crudely empirical: de-
cipherment and measurement being done, and reproductions being made, it was largely a 
matter of compilation and comparison. Paradoxically, the ‘new history’ whose results were 
the most spectacularly new, which posed the most complicated puzzles and the greatest 
material challenges, was also the one which marked least of a rupture with 18th-century 
scholarship.
Re-imagining Antiquity: Altertumswissenschaft between History and 
Philology
German Altertumswissenschaft, in contrast, from Wolf ’s Prolegomena ad Homerum (1795) 
onward, was marked by an ambition to go beyond the sources. Methodologically, there 
was a large overlap; Lepsius and his successors were trained as classical philologists, and at 
least nominally they remained Altertumswissenschaftler. But while non-classical antiquity 
expanded over the course of the century, Altertumswissenschaft remained predominantly 
concerned with Latin and Greek, and in some respects even narrowed down as it institu-
tionalized. The problem of reconstructing ancient history from a fragmented record was 
the same, though the classical record was substantially larger, more accessible, and had 
been processed by centuries of previous classical scholarship. Philosophical antiquarians 
of the late 18th century like Winckelmann, Goguet, Monboddo, and Gébelin had already 
gone beyond the sources in philosophizing about stages of development and cross-cultural 
links in pre-classical antiquity, but what distinguished Altertumswissenschaft is that it went 
beyond the immediate sources in order to explain those sources.
As Anthony Grafton, Suzanne Marchand, and others have argued, what Wolf 
brought up in the foreword to Homer was not categorically new.86 Robert Wood, the ex-
plorer of Baalbek and Palmyra, already presented Homer as the product of a pre-literate, 
bardic culture in his Essay on the Original Genius of Homer (1769/75). Göttingen theolo-
gian Johann David Michaelis had already dissected the Old Testament and even Genesis 
86 Anthony Grafton, Glenn Most & James Zetzel (eds.), “Introduction” to F.A. Wolf, Prolegomena to 
Homer (Princeton: Princeton UP 1985); Grafton, “Prolegomena to Friedrich August Wolf ” in id., 
Defenders of the Text: Traditions of scholarship in an age of science, 1450-1800 (Cambridge (Mass.) and 
London: Harvard UP 1991); Marchand, Down from Olympus: Archaeology and Philhellenism in Ger-
many. 1750-1970 (Princeton: Princeton UP 1996), 16-24
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as the work of multiple authors. Heyne’s philological seminar in Göttingen had already 
propagated intensive reading combined with historical criticism. Heyne went as far as to 
accuse Wolf of plagiarism. But Wolf ’s foreword stood out both as a succès de scandale and 
as an example of ascetic, iconoclastic philological rigour: a stern, professional judgement 
that took nothing for granted and that would not flinch for time-honoured authority. The 
iconoclasm was not only directed against Homer but also against the philological tradi-
tion: understanding the genesis of the Homeric corpus implied dissecting that tradition 
rather than accumulating new insight upon it.
Whatever the overlap between Heyne’s and Wolf ’s method of intensive reading and 
historical criticism, it was Wolf who summarized it as a programme in his Darstellung 
der Alterthumswissenschaft (1807). Wolf ’s stated aim was, “um alles, was zu vollständiger 
Kenntniß des Gelehrten Alterthums gehört, zu der Würde einer wohlgeordneten philo-
sophisch-historischen Wissenschaft emporzuheben”.87 For Wolf, the study of antiquity had 
to be practiced for its own sake, not because of the exemplary value of classical historical 
works (this had long been done better), because the ancients were moral role models, or for 
the sake of linguistics (there were more languages than Latin and Greek). 
Wolf ’s effort to combine intensive critical reading with a holistic, ‘philosophical-his-
torical’ approach led to some tensions within his own programme. First, he argued that 
the study of language and literature should not be restricted to a few nations, but added 
that one should not put “Aegyptier, Hebräer, Perser und andere Nationen des Orients auf 
einer Linie mit den Griechen und Römer”.88 Second, he gave a list of eighteen constituent 
disciplines, from Philosophische Sprachlehre and Greek and Latin grammar to geography, 
chronology, universal history, mythology et al., contributing to an organic whole; but only 
the first six, the purely text-oriented disciplines of general/Greek/Latin grammar, her-
meneutics, criticism, and stylistics, were the ones that ‘opened the temple’.89 Thus, Wolf ’s 
outline contained the tensions that would be the subject of two central polemics in the 
formative stage of Altertumswissenschaft, the Creuzerstreit about Friedrich Creuzer’s com-
parative mythology and the conflict between Wortphilologen and Sachphilologen.
August Boeckh, Wolf ’s pupil in Halle and colleague in Berlin, implicitly took distance 
from Wolf ’s overview in his lectures on Enzyklopädie und Methodenlehre der Philologischen 
Wissenschaften, delivered 26 times between 1809-65. Defining a discipline by its constitu-
ent parts, as Wolf had done, resulted only in an Aggregat; it was no better than Hippias 
in Plato’s Hippias defining beauty by summing up beautiful things. Instead, Boeckh took 
the via negativa of first determining what philology is not. It was not the same as the 
study of antiquity, for one could study Dante and Shakespeare in the same way; nor was 
it identical with language study, criticism, polyhistorical erudition, Literaturgeschichte, or 
studia humanitatis. Rather, its unifying principle, according to Boeckh, is that it seeks to 
understand the mind that produced its object of study, whether that be an Aesopic fable, 
87 F.A. Wolf, Darstellung der Alterthumswissenschaft nach Begriff, Umfang, Zweck und Wert (Museum der 
Alterthumswissenschaft I; Berlin: Realschulbuchhandlung 1807), 5
88 Ibid., 16
89 Ibid., 45ff, 143ff
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a Platonic dialogue, or Buffon’s Histoire Naturelle; philology is “Erkenntniss des Erkann-
ten”.90 And in this sense, like Wolf ’s Altertumswissenschaft, philology is at once historical 
and philosophical.
It would be misleading to judge Boeckh solely by his encyclopaedia lectures, which 
appeared only after his death. In his published output, he was not so philosophical. First, 
he wrote what is probably the first coherent economic history, Die Staatshaushaltung der 
Athener (1817), which reconstructed not merely Attic measures, coinage, and prices but the 
functioning of the Athenian economy as a whole. He concluded that it was thoroughly 
dysfunctional at its height, because the cost of the Festivals, and especially the free distri-
bution of money, was a ‘cancer’ that undermined Athens’ military and naval power. Also, he 
spoke out against an idealized past: “Nur die Einseitigkeit oder Oberflächlichkeit schaut 
überall Ideale im Altertum”.91 While reworking his book, he undertook a complete revision 
of the study of Greek weights, coins, and measures, comparing them with what was known 
about their Babylonian, Hebraic, Phoenician, Syrian, Italic, and Egyptian counterparts 
(Metrologische Untersuchungen, 1838). Finally, for fifty years, he edited the all-encompassing 
collection of Greek inscriptions, Corpus Inscriptionum Graecarum (begun 1815, first vol. 
1828). In short, Boeckh was more occupied with auxiliary sciences than with grand synop-
tic visions; but he gave them grandeur by using them to make lowly sources the cement of 
a reconstruction of antiquity.
The CIG had been the first collective project of the Berlin Academy, compiled by a 
committee of five that included Niebuhr and Schleiermacher. Later, Böckh’s student K.O. 
Müller joined them. In his first memorandum, Boeckh urged that it could not be the task 
of the Academy, “daß Einzelne einer sehr geringen und selten auch nur zur Hälfte versam-
melten Anzahl von Mitglieder Abhandlungen vorlesen, welche bloß das Werk Einzelner 
sind”; Niebuhr optimistically began drafting an outline for a Roman and Semitic inscrip-
tion corpus as well.92 The CIG began as a critical collation of early modern thesauruses, to 
be supplemented through correspondence with scholars travelling in Greece and Egypt; 
it was not from the outset a centre of text-hunting expeditions like the later Latin corpus 
and the Monumenta Germaniae Historica. Lack of autopsy was particularly problematic 
for the first fascicle, which dealt with (fragmentary) inscriptions in Archaic Greek alpha-
bets – leaving lots of room for conjectures and interpolations. Though the section counts 
for only the first 70 of the first volume’s 1792 numbers, it fills half that volume’s addenda 
et corrigenda at the end. Many of these additions and corrections stemmed from Boeckh’s 
polemic with his Leipzig colleague Gottfried Herrmann.
That polemic was both about possible (mis)readings of inscriptions, about philology’s 
relation to its own past, and about the aims of philology. Critiques and responses were 
gathered by Hermann in Über Herrn Professor Böckhs Behandlung der griechischen Inschrif-
90 August Boeckh, Enzyklopädie und Methodenlehre der Philologischen Wissenschaften (ed. E. Bratus-
chek) (Leipzig: Klussmann 1886 [1877]), 3-11
91 Boeckh, Die Staatshaushaltung der Athener (Berlin: Reimer 1851 [1817]), Vol. II, 158
92 Adolf von Harnack, Geschichte der königlich Preußischen Akademie der Wissenschaften (Berlin: Stilke 
1901), 489-492
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ten (1826), before the first volume of CIG was even complete. Hermann espoused a more 
rigid textual version of Wolf ’s programme, one in which language, the sine qua non of 
understanding antiquity, came before everything else.
Die alten Sprachen gehören aber nicht nur überhaupt, wie alle im Gegensatze gegen sie so 
genannten Sachen, zu den Sachen des Alterthums, sondern sie sind von allen gerade die 
wichtigste und vorzüglichste Sache. […] Die wahren Philologen [wissen wohl] daß man 
Image 37: Deciphering an Archaic Greek inscription. Boeckh, Corpus Inscriptionum Graecarum
Vol. I (1828)
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im Fluge zwar schnell zu einer Höhe gelangen könne, wo man in der Vogelperspective 
sehr vieles übersieht, aber nichts recht unterscheiden kann.93
Boeckh had offered quite audacious new versions and emendations of earlier readings, 
sometimes filling in whole words at the edges; more audacious readings than Hermann 
felt Boeckh could afford. In particular, he took offense at Boeckh’s “vornehme, ger-
ingschätzende, aufgeblasene Ton” towards his predecessors.94 Boeckh retorted that several 
of his most daring redactions had already found acceptance with his peers, and that Her-
mann’s corrections were oblivious to dialect variation. The polemic simmered on, ended 
undecided, and narrower and broader conceptions of philology continued to co-exist. 
This was not so with the polemic that surrounded Friedrich Creuzer’s Symbolik und 
Mythologie der alten Völker (1810-12). Not that there was a decisive victory: Creuzer’s dis-
agreement with Hermann stayed friendly and his more vehement opponent, Homer trans-
lator Johann Voss, belonged to an older generation and died. But the end result was that 
Creuzer’s programme was bracketed out from the professional study of antiquity, although 
Creuzer himself remained part of the profession.95 That programme had been to explain 
Greek poetry from mythology, and Greek mythology by comparing Greek deities with 
Oriental ones, especially in the way in which they were visually represented. In a first pro-
grammatic article in 1806 (that is, already before Über Sprache und Weisheit der Inder), he 
drew an analogy with grammar:
Eine formale Symbolik hingegen würde, freithätig verzichtend auf unbedingte Vollstän-
digkeit des Stoffs, vielmehr der Grammatik gleich, die die möglichen Formen, d.i. die 
Gesetze der Sprache systematisch ordnet, die Gesetze der höheren Bildersprache einem 
höchsten Gesetze unterzuordnen trachten.96
In the first volume of the Symbolik, this became a system of knowledge in which mytholo-
gy is a pre-stage of discursive thinking, and in which the Greek pantheon is the apex of 
development of pagan religious awareness. Voss simply found it romantic and irrational. 
Hermann, from a Kantian perspective, found that Creuzer was mixing up categories in 
studying ‘mythology’ as if it were a natural kind; even though he agreed with Creuzer “daß 
der Inhalt der Mythologie der gesammte Umkreis des menschlichen wissens, Dichtung, 
Geschichte, Philosophie, Religion ist”, the scholar should distinguish between these things 
to avoid confusion and mystifications.97 Partly as a result of the polemic, what had been 
intended as a long essay on Greek mythology became a lifework, revised two times over 
93 Gottfried Hermann, Über Herrn Professor Böckhs Behandlung der griechischen Inschriften (Leipzig: 
Fleischer 1826), 4, 8
94 Ibid., 65; quoted in Ernst Vogt, “Der Methodenstreit zwischen Hermann und Böckh und Seine 
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95 Cf. Marchand, German Orientalism, 66-72
96 Friedrich Creuzer, “Idee und Probe alter Symbolik”, Studien II (1806), 224-324: 225
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(1819-21, 1836-42); Creuzer’s student Franz Mone added two volumes on German mytholo-
gy. In the later editions, the covering-law model was gradually abandoned, and in the third 
edition, the chapters on the nature of symbols were moved to the back. In its stead came 
longer descriptions of Persian and Egyptian cults and a search for analogies. By that time 
the programme had become regressive. Creuzer was not alone in making such cross-cul-
tural comparisons, but his attempt to make them a core part of Altertumswissenschaft, in 
combination with an integrated study of text and image, did not lead to handbooks and 
compendia nor to robust reconstructions and explanations. While Creuzer remained part 
of the profession, non-classical antiquity rather became a separate segment within Alter-
tumswissenschaft, studied by trained classical philologists but occupying different rooms in 
the same museums.
The history of Altertumswissenschaft should make us sceptical about the idea of 
‘building blocks’ leading to a historical overview. Career patterns rather went the other 
way round. The Roman Histories of Niebuhr and Mommsen, and Droysen’s Geschichte 
des Hellenismus, were all works of men in their late twenties to mid-thirties, written quick-
ly: Droysen and Mommsen were trying to get tenure, Niebuhr was invited to lecture on 
Roman history after an interrupted career in Danish and Prussian state service. Also, the 
works of Niebuhr and Mommsen were never finished, and revision and continuation re-
mained an albatross for both. They were, of course, not hypothesizing ex nihilo, but both 
Niebuhr and Mommsen only undertook the systematic gathering of material – manu-
script hunting and editing for Niebuhr, the reconstruction of Roman Staatsrecht and the 
Corpus Inscriptionum Latinorum for Mommsen – after writing their historical synthesis. In 
that sense, their histories functioned as hypotheses rather than conclusions. K.O. Müller 
could have been the exception: he had been systematically working towards a history of 
Greece through histories of the Dorians and other Greek tribes, of Greek art and Greek 
literature. Then he went to visit Greece, and died of sunstroke – thus becoming the centre 
of a century-long martyrology about Altertumswissenschaft’s greatest loss. Eventually, the 
project was inherited by his student Ernst Curtius, who had been by his side when he died. 
Curtius’ own Griechische Geschichte, written after he finished the historical geography of 
the Peloponnesos initiated by Müller, could be seen as built from these building blocks; 
but in spite of his training in Sachphilologie, he held on to an idealized image of ancient 
Greece, and ordered his material to suit it.
Still, Altertumswissenschaft was a model for later 19th-century historical scholarship 
both in its attempt to go beyond the sources, its methodological holism, and its ascetic, 
iconoclastic philological rigour. Barthold Niebuhr’s Römische Geschichte (1811-12) is the ear-
liest and most extreme example. His 1810 lectures dealt with the deeply obscure first four 
centuries of Roman history, of which the historical record was “anerkannt ungewiß und 
verfälscht”; rather than recounting and commenting Livy and Dionysius of Halicarnassus, 
the modern historian should undertake “eine ganz andere Arbeit […] als eine, nothwen-
dig mißlingende, Nacherzahlung dessen, was der römische Historiker zum Glauben der 
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Geschichte erhob”.98 Instead of writing ancient history like the ancients, Niebuhr offered 
a reconstruction – partly a critical collation, partly a hypothetical model – of the world 
that these sources stemmed from, a world utterly different from his own, more remote 
than Britain is from India. So he dissected Livy like Wolf dissected Homer, reading Ab 
Urbe Condita as the product of earlier annals that were themselves deformations of an oral 
tradition.99 He preceded this with an overview of the Italic peoples that were absorbed into 
the Roman Republic, and followed it up with an account of Roman agrarian law inspired 
by l’Esprit des Lois, tracing the fundamental conflict in Roman history between plebeians 
and patricians.100 In this attempt to go ad fontes and beyond, early modern commentaries 
upon the same sources are brusquely declared irrelevant:
Neuere Bearbeitungen der römischen Geschichte habe ich weder bey früherem Studium 
noch während des Fortgangs der Vorlesungen benutzt: dieses hat der historischen Aus-
arbeitung die Versuchung zu Controversen erspart, welche die Beschaffenheit des Werks 
nicht duldete, und die an sich der Wissenschaft wenig fruchten, besser durch möglichst 
vollständige Untersuchung ersetzt werden: ist die aufgestellte Meinung als wahr oder als 
die wahrscheinlichste erwiesen, so bedarf es keiner namentlichen Widerlegung des Ge-
gentheils.101 
In the reworked edition (1826-30), Niebuhr is more lenient towards his predecessors, al-
lowing that there were 18th-century precedents to his source criticism;102 but while he re-
wrote the work in full, he left his two main hypotheses about oral traditions and agrarian 
law intact.103 In his attempt to set forth the Römische Geschichte, he did not get beyond the 
period covered by the surviving texts of Livy; his last manuscript ends with the First Punic 
War. Even in its reworked form, his work retains the impregnable, chaotic character of the 
first edition. It is still a series of successive reflections on Roman history, leaving it to the 
reader to reconstruct the chronological and argumentative structure. In the posthumous 
editions of his Bonn lectures given in the late 1820s, some things are explained more clearly 
– the oral historical tradition, for instance, which he compares to the Nibelungenlied and 
El Cid.104 Though the Bonn lectures cover the whole of Roman history until the fall of the 
Western Empire, they offer little more than an outline; one edition of his lectures calls 
them “nur kurze Inhaltsangaben, d.h. die Resultate von Niebuhrs Forschungen”,105 but it is 
probable that Niebuhr’s nearly cryptological techniques were less productive for periods 
98 Barthold Niebuhr, Römische Geschichte (Berlin: Realschulbuchhandlung 1811-12), Vol. I, ix 
99 Ibid., Vol. II, 1-3
100 Cf. Gerrit Walther, Niebuhrs Forschung (Stuttgart: Steiner 1993), ch. II.3
101 Niebuhr, Römische Geschichte Vol. I, xii
102 Römische Geschichte 3rd ed. (Berlin: Reimer 1828-32), Vol. I, viii-ix. The main precedents were Beaufort 
(discussed in the introduction) for the uncertainty of early Roman history, and Perizonius for the idea 
of annals stemming from an earlier oral tradition.
103 Cf. Walther, Niebuhrs Forschung ch. V.4
104 Niebuhr, Vorträge über römische Geschichte, an der Universität Bonn gehalten (ed. M. Isler) (Berlin: 
Reimer 1846), Vol. I, 86-88
105 Niebuhr, Römische Geschichte “Band IV” (ed. L. Schmitz) ( Jena: Mauke 1844), 10. The two editions 
of Niebuhr’s lectures differ significantly, especially in the introductory/methodological parts.
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where the material was less ‘uncertain or spurious’, leaving less room for imaginative hypo-
thetical reconstructions.
Reworking classical history did not mean replacing classical historians. Niebuhr re-
mained heavily reliant upon Livy, and held that a modern Roman history would not have 
been needed if the works of Livy and Tacitus had been preserved intact. Mommsen, who 
had not continued his own Römische Geschichte beyond the rise of Caesar, later justified 
this with the argument that he had little to add: the events that followed “sind so gut aus 
dem Alterthum überliefert, daß jede Darstellung wesentlich auf eine Nacherzahlung hin-
ausläuft”.106 George Grote interpreted the same predicament differently: more of a philo-
sophical historian in the Enlightenment sense, a kind of Edward Gibbon armed with 
19th-century historical-philological criticism, he treated a larger historical record as giving 
more room for historically informed questions and commentary. His History of Greece di-
vides into ‘legendary’ and ‘historical’ Greece, and the second part – the 5th and 4th century 
BCE, from the Persian Wars to the death of Alexander – is seven times as long as the first. 
Although Grote devoted full attention to issues explored by Wolf, Boeckh, and Müller like 
the provenience of the Homeric corpus, the migrations of the Greek tribes, and the econo-
my of Athens, and to the results of Altertumswissenschaft in general, his guides to antiquity 
were still Thucydides and Herodotus. 
For one aspiring scholar in the 1850s, the ill-fated Fredegar Mone (son of Creuzer’s 
former student Franz Mone), that predicament was a reason to raise doubt about classical 
philology as a model for writing history, or as Mone called it, “die altmodische, geistlose, phi-
lologische Behandlung der Geschichte”.107 In an anonymous polemical tract written against 
the first volume of Ernst Curtius’ Griechische Geschichte, Mone rhetorically asks: “Welcher 
Philolog will sich anmaßen, ein größeres Kunstwerk aus der griechischen Geschichte zu 
machen, als Thucydides?”108 History, for Mone, only becomes a science when it identifies 
Entwicklungsgesetze; and therefore the histories of Mommsen and Curtius are not really 
histories but handbooks, suitable for learned entertainment and abused for Gymnasium 
drill (p. 16). Source criticism is not enough: the science of history requires a theory of 
history and a division of labour. Practicing history like an art, as Thucydides did, only 
makes sense for Zeitgeschichte, the history of which one has been a witness. Unfortunately, 
modern historians keep writing as if Vico and Hegel had not written, as if economy, an-
thropology and ethnology do not exist: Niebuhr’s hypotheses are “nicht haltbar” (p. 23), 
and Ranke is oblivious to “Volkswirthschaft, Gesellschaft und die Anschauung der Zeit 
oder das physische Leben der Nation” (p. 5).
106 Mommsen, Römische Geschichte Vol. V (Berlin: Weidmann 1885), preface [n.p.]
107 [Fredegar Mone], Kritische Bemerkungen über den neuesten Stand der Geschichtschreibung und die 
griechische Geschichte von E. Curtius (Berlin: Heinicke 1858), 56. Mone’s ‘remarks’ functioned as prole-
gomena to his own Griechische Geschichte. Only the first volume (“System der Entwicklungsgesetze 
der Gesellschaft, der Volkswirtschaft, des Staates und die Cultur des griechischen Volkes”, 1858) ap-
peared, and it failed to secure him tenure. After attempts to succeed his father as head archivist in 
Baden also failed, he suffered a mental breakdown, and ended in involuntary retirement.
108 Mone, Kritische Bemerkungen, 3
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Mone’s tone is insufferably pedantic, but his argument makes sense. One need not 
agree with his covering-law model to see the problem. There really was a limit to the extent 
to which Altertumswissenschaft could be a model for writing history in general: it remained 
bound to the explication of a very fragmented corpus of source material, and its subsequent 
development was more in the direction of expanding that corpus through epigraphy and 
excavations and in the further refinement of philological puzzle-solving. Chad Wellmon 
describes, in the final chapter of Organizing Enlightenment, how Altertumswissenschaft be-
came both the epitome of 19th-century German scholarly virtues and a fragmented, spe-
cialized discipline; Boeckh lamented about this fragmentation throughout his career, but 
while his encyclopaedia lectures preached unity and methodological holism, his technical 
instruction achieved the opposite.109
By the time of Mone’s pamphlet, parts of Altertumswissenschaft had become Großwis-
senschaft. The main examples of it were not the Roman and Greek histories of Mommsen 
and Curtius but the Corpus projects and Lepsius’ Denkmäler aus Ägypten und Äthiopien: 
long-term, state-funded projects that employed a team of specialists and support staff and 
that all went gloriously over budget. Thus Boeckh, as editor of the CIG, also became an 
overseer of large-scale academic division of labour. In the second half of the century, this 
Big Science of antiquity only intensified, and in particular Lepsius, Mommsen (as editor 
of the CIL), and Curtius (as instigator of the excavations in Olympia) came to embody 
a new role: the scholar as manager.110 The locus of this Big Science was not so much the 
university as the Berlin Academy, and later also the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, 
even though its coordinators were university professors; then as now, Big Science was hard 
to accommodate within the confines of the university.
109 Chad Wellmon, Organizing Enlightenment: Information overload and the invention of the modern re-
search university (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP 2015), ch. 9, esp. pp. 253-259
110 Cf. Stefan Rebenich, Theodor Mommsen und Adolf Harnack: Wissenschaft und Politik im Berlin des 
ausgehenden 19. Jahrhunderts (Berlin: De Gruyter 1997), 55-94; Marchand, Down from Olympus, 77-92
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7. Re-imagining History
This final chapter is devoted to the writing of medieval and modern history in the first 
half of the 19th century. It deals mainly with developments and discussions between 1820 
and 1848, with excursions to works from the 1850s; references to even later publications 
and events are only made with regard to reception, posthumous publication, or because 
some protagonists got very old and didn’t stop writing. It is harder to give an overview of 
the developments in the study of history in this period than it is for the fields of study cov-
ered in other chapters, if only because historical production and the scholarly community 
was overwhelmingly larger. Histoire philosophique, linguistics, literary history, Egyptology, 
and Altertumswissenschaft are all overseeable corpuses in which one can single out paper 
trails. In this chapter, instead, we are dealing with a lot of parallel developments. There is 
therefore less of a connecting paper trail, or rather too many different interwoven strands 
to trace.
In both Germany and France, we can speak of new schools of history writing emerg-
ing in the 1820s and 1830s. But they were schools in different senses. In Germany, they 
consisted of professors – most notably, Ranke and Droysen – teaching seminars and train-
ing doctoral students, and of large-scale source publication projects employing assistants. 
In France, they consisted of two generations of politically and historically like-minded 
individuals who were in and out of the institutions. Most of them were at some point 
professors or head archivists, and used their chairs at the Sorbonne (Guizot) and Collège 
de France (Michelet and Quinet) to exert public influence – but all their careers were both 
interwoven with and interrupted by politics. In Britain, there were ‘schools’ only in the 
sense that authors belonged to political camps and clustered around the leading journals 
that represented those camps: the Edinburgh Review for Whigs, the Quarterly Review for 
Tories, and the Westminster Review for Radicals / Utilitarians.
The chronology is the clearest for France because there are three divides marked by 
political events: 1820, 1830, and 1848. Early in 1820, the reactionary Ultra government took 
power after the assassination of the Duc de Berry, forcing a whole generation of liber-
al-minded authors to give up or temporarily abandon their political ambitions. Instead, 
they turned to writing history. After the July Revolution of 1830, some of them – Guizot 
and Thiers in particular – changed back to politics, while a new republican generation 
– Michelet and Quinet – filled the gap and increasingly came to oppose the new consti-
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tutional monarchy. Confusingly, representatives of both generations – especially Thierry, 
Barante, and Michelet – are known as les Romantiques. All met painful defeat in the two 
revolutions of 1848 and the coup d’état of 1851, with most of them losing their posts and 
some going into exile.
There are counterparts to these developments in Britain, Germany, and other coun-
tries; in the 19th century, political events often happen in parallel across borders, and so 
there are also parallels and interactions in how historical scholars are involved in or affect-
ed by these events. 1830 and the years around it also mark a turning point in British polit-
ical history, with Catholic emancipation, the death of George IV, the return of the Whigs 
to power, and the 1832 Reform Act. German authors were bridled by the 1819 Carlsbad 
decrees following the murder of Kotzebue, and in 1848-49, Droysen and other German 
historians sat in the Frankfurt Parliament trying in vain to forge a German state. But the 
Carlsbad decrees and the Reform Act are not equally dividing lines in historical scholar-
ship, and the influence of 1848 on later historiography is a different story.
As indicated at the end of chapter 4, after ca. 1870 there is a massive increase of scale 
in university-based scholarship, which catalyzes further segmentation and professionaliza-
tion; and this is especially true of historical scholarship.1 Still, the professional models fol-
lowed in this process were created in the first half of the century: what is produced in the 
final decades of the century is essentially an intensified continuation of that development, 
with a greater emphasis on scientificality and a greater division of labour. The continuity is 
apparent first of all in personal models: the canonical figures from the early to mid-century 
whose busts, portraits, and academic progeny filled red brick universities and Gründerzeit 
seminars. Second, many of the large-scale historical projects and coordinating institutes 
were created earlier in the century: the Corpus Inscriptionum Graecarum and Latinorum, the 
Monumenta Germaniae Historica, the Société d’Histoire de France and École des Chartes, 
the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, the Rolls Series. But there is also a continuity in 
the forms of presentation of the monograph, article, essay, critique, and source publication; 
the ways of criticism formulated in a particular professional rhetoric; and the complex of 
dispositions, research practices, and styles that was later called ‘historicism’.
There has been much research in recent years about the rise of nationalism and pro-
fessionalism in 19th-century historiography. In particular, an ESF-funded project on ‘The 
Writing of National Histories in 19th and 20th Century Europe’, co-ordinated by Stefan 
Berger, has resulted in the eight volumes of the Writing the Nation Series (2010-15). On 
the other hand, the monographs that offer a comparative view of 19th-century historical 
1 See Ilaria Porciani & Lutz Raphael (eds.), Atlas of European Historiography. The Making of a Profes-
sion 1800-2005 (Writing the Nation I; Basingstroke: Palgrave Macmillan 2010), 2-30; Jo Tollebeek and 
Ilaria Porciani, “Institutions, Networks and Communities in a European Perspective” in J. Tollebeek 
& I. Porciani (eds.), Setting the Standards: Institutions, Networks and Communities of National Histori-
ography (Writing the Nation II; Basingstroke: Palgrave Macmillan 2012); Gabriele Lingelbach, Klio 
macht Karriere: Die Institutionalisierung der Geschichtswissenschaft in Frankreich und den USA in der 
zweiten Hälfte des 19. Jahrhunderts (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 2003); Pim den Boer, His-
tory as a Profession: The Study of History in France 1818-1914 (Princeton: Princeton UP 1998)
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schools date back a century and three-quarters of a century: Eduard Fueter’s Geschichte 
der neueren Historiographie (1911), G.P. Gooch’s History and Historians in the Nineteenth 
Century (1913), and the second, posthumous volume of Westfall Thompson’s A History 
of Historical Writing (1942). When it comes to comparing conceptualizations of history 
and historical method, there is still work to be done. The literature on historicism, though 
extensive, is largely a discussion of German authors by German authors.2
It is especially in the literature on historicism that the notion of a ‘paradigm shift’ 
appears frequently.3 From that literature, we have a variety of typologies of what histori-
cism was and how it differed from, but had roots in, late Enlightenment historiography. 
Now whatever happened to history writing in the 19th century, re-imagining and recon-
ceptualising the past was not entirely a German affair. On the institutional level, German 
scholars had the advantage that scholarship had already been concentrated at universities 
in previous centuries, giving them a head start in developing an academic model for history 
as a discipline. But their French counterparts were also self-consciously writing history 
differently from how it had been done before, with more outspoken revolutionary rhetoric 
than Niebuhr’s or Ranke’s. From a political-philosophical and a literary point of view, both 
French and British history writing in the 19th century was more interesting and innovative 
than German, and access to knowledge was at least as good in Paris and London as it was 
Berlin. Hartwig Floto, Burckhardt’s predecessor in Basel and like him a student of Ranke’s, 
describes vividly in his 1856 inaugural address what went on in Ranke’s seminar; and yet in 
the same Antrittsrede he calls Macaulay ‘the greatest living historian’.4
Viewed in international comparison, does historicism still mark such a break in how 
historical record was turned into history? Historicism (Historismus) is originally a German 
2 Jörn Rüsen admits as much in the foreword to Konfigurationen des Historismus: Studien zur deutschen 
Wissenschaftskultur (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp 1993). There is a short section in Rüsen and Friedrich 
Jäger, Geschichte des Historismus: Eine Einführung (München: Beck 1996, pp. 75-81) on “Historismus 
als europäisches Phänomen”. A noteable Anglo-Saxon exception is Frederick Beiser, The German His-
toricist Tradition (Oxford: Oxford UP 2011), who, however, follows the outline of Meinecke’s Die 
Entstehung des Historismus much more faithfully than any contemporary German author does.
3 See Rüsen, “Historismus als Wissenschaftsparadigma. Leistungen und Grenzen eines strukturg-
eschichtlichen Ansatzes der Historiographiegeschichte” and Horst Walter Blanke, “Aufklärungs-
geschichte und Historismus: Bruch und Kontinuität”, both in J. Rüsen & O.G. Oexle, Historismus in 
den Kulturwissenschaften: Geschichtskonzepte, historische Einschätzungen, Grundlagenprobleme (Köln: 
Böhlau 1996); Rüsen and Jaeger, Geschichte des Historismus, ch. IV; Daniel Fulda, Wissenschaft aus 
Kunst: Die Entstehung der modernen deutschen Geschichtsschreibung, 1760-1860 (Berlin: De Gruyter 
1996), 263; Gabriele Bickendorf, Der Beginn der Kunstgeschichtsschreibung unter dem Paradigma 
"Geschichte" (Worms: Wernersche Verlagsgesellschaft 1985); Hans-Jürgen Pandel, Historik und Dida-
ktik. Das Problem der Distribution historiographisch erzeugten Wissens von der deutschen Spätaufklärung 
zum Historismus (1765-1830) (Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog 1990). A review essay by D.A. Jeremy 
Telman in History and Theory 33:2 (1994, pp. 249-265) criticizes Rüsen, Pandel, Blanke, and Dirk 
Fleischer for this use of Kuhnian ‘paradigms’. Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition, ch. 1 speaks 
of an ‘intellectual revolution’. James Turner, Philology: The Forgotten Origins of the Modern Humanities 
(Princeton: Princeton UP 2014), refers to a philological ‘model’ (p. 206) or ‘paradigm’ (p. 197) replacing 
a philosophical one in history around 1800, but already beginning with Gibbon.
4 Hartwig Floto, Über historische Kritik. Akademische Antrittsrede (Basel: Bahnmeier 1856), 18
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term, but one that only gained currency later in the 19th century anyhow;5 it was not an 
actor’s category for Niebuhr, Ranke, Humboldt, Droysen or Gervinus. Tendencies like 
those diagnosed as ‘historicism’ can also be detected in other programmatic statements 
and research programmes from the early to mid-19th century, and that is what this chapter 
sets out to do. There is no way of determining what historicism ‘really’ was; the question is 
rather whether it is a useful category of analysis for historical reasoning, and whether it is 
also applicable outside that particular German context.
Mill reviews Michelet: comparing French, British, and German History 
Writing
In January 1844, John Stuart Mill reviewed the first two volumes of Jules Michelet’s His-
toire de France in the Edinburgh Review. It is only after thirteen pages, however, that Mill 
gets to Michelet. The first third of his essay discusses the status quo of historical writing at 
that moment, in England as well as on the continent. Of all his reviews of historical works, 
it is the one that most clearly articulates Mill’s own philosophy of what history should be; 
and among contemporary texts on the state of historical scholarship, it is exceptional in do-
ing so in international comparison. In England, Mill begins, little progress has been made:
Whatever may be the merits, in some subordinate aspects, of such histories as the last 
twenty years have produced among us, they are in general distinguished by no essential 
character from the historical writings of the last century. No signs of a new school have 
been manifested in them; they will be affirmed by no one to constitute an era, or even 
prefigure the era which is to come.6
On the Continent, meanwhile – that is, in Germany and France – a “renovation of histor-
ical studies” has taken place. Of that in Germany, according to Mill, the English reader has 
taken notice: Niebuhr’s volumes are said to “have more readers, or at least more purchasers, 
in English than in their native language”, and one of Ranke’s works, the History of the Popes, 
has been twice translated; “we would rather that two of them had been translated once”.7 
5 Cf. Otto Gerhard Oexle, “‘Historismus’. Überlegungen zur Geschichte des Phänomens und des Be-
griffs” in Geschichtswissenschaft im Zeichen des Historismus (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 
1996). ‘Historismus’ was first publicly used by Feuerbach in 1839 to denounce a preoccupation with 
the past among conservative theologians and right Hegelians, and became historiographical jargon 
in the 1890s. In late 19th-century Britain, one can only find ‘historicism’ in the frame of theological 
discussions. In modern academic literature, Historismus is sometimes translated as ‘historism’ to dis-
tinguish it from a different kind of historicism defined in Karl Popper’s The Poverty of Historicism 
(1957) as the belief in “Inexorable Laws of Historical Destiny”. Since ‘historicism’ is the more common 
term, and both point to the same German word, I have chosen not to do so.
6 John Stuart Mill, “Recent French Historians – [review of ] Michelet's Histoire de France”, Edinburgh 
Review LXXIX: 159 ( January 1844), 1-39: 1 
7 Ibid., 2. One of these translations was by Sarah Austin (for whom see chapter 4); Macaulay reviewed 
it in the Edinburgh Review LXXII: 155 (October 1840), 227-261
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On the other hand, the English public is not aware that “both in historical speculations, 
and in the importance of her historical writings, France, in the present day, far surpasses 
Germany”. (p. 2) 
Mill does not draw a lengthy comparison between French and German historians 
to substantiate this claim. Instead, he identifies three stages of development towards an 
historical science; and with the help of this distinction, he discusses the respective merits 
of the three ‘great historical minds in France’, Augustin Thierry, François Guizot, and Jules 
Michelet. Before he gets to that, Mill stipulates that he is only talking about “historians 
in the received sense of the word” who “have narrated as well as philosophized; who have 
written history, as well as written about history” (p. 3); that is, he explicitly does not take 
into account ‘general speculations’ such as philosophies of history and outlines of universal 
history. 
The three stages which Mill distinguishes are 1) seeing the past in terms of the present, 
2) seeing the past “with the eye of a contemporary” (p. 6), and 3) constructing a science of 
history. The first stage, he suggests, is what most English historiography is still in; the sec-
ond is the great achievement of Niebuhr’s Römische Geschichte. The third stage, the science 
of history, is still “rather a possibility to be one day realized, than an enterprise in which 
great progress has been made. But of the little yet done in that direction, by far the greater 
part has hitherto been done by French writers.” (p. 8) In pointing out this track towards 
a future science of history, Mill draws an analogy with the Scientific Revolution of the 
17th century, comparing Guizot and Thierry to the predecessors of Newton, ‘the empirical 
Tycho [Brahe]’ and ‘the theorizer Kepler’. 
What Mill thought of as a science of history – namely, identifying historical laws 
– was not exactly what these French writers thought. Most of them were instead trying 
to get away from the schematic historical models of their 18th-century predecessors. But 
Mill’s own schematic model of how history could develop into a science is worth following 
further because it lays bare some of the tensions inherent to mid-19th century historical 
scholarship. Especially important is his point that “to realize a living picture of the past 
time” (p. 7) is only the second stage: seeing the past as it truly was – the hallmark of true 
historiography for both Ranke and Augustin Thierry – is not enough.
One of the main issues in Mill’s review is how to reconcile art and science in imagin-
ing the past, and in capturing ‘the spirit of the age’. With some consideration towards his 
compatriots, Mill allows that even seeing the past in terms of the present has its advantag-
es: even that is better than
the unenquiring credulity which contended itself with copying or translating the ancient 
authorities, without ever bringing the writer’s own mind in contact with the subject. It 
is better to conceive Demosthenes even under the image of [the French revolutionary] 
Anacharsis Clootz, than not as a living being at all. (p. 6)
So even that first stage marks an advance over a zero stage of chronicles and compilations. 
But it gets more difficult at stage two, because seeing the past in its own terms requires ‘the 
characteristics of the poet’ and ‘gifts of the imagination’ – that is, the author has to supply 
things that are not there. Moreover, while imagining the past, the historian has still to ad-
310
here to the facts. For Mill, the outstanding examples of historians who possess this poetic 
gift are Carlyle and Thierry; and this poetic imagination is all the more fed by Carlyle’s 
‘scrupulous attention to authentic fact’, and by Thierry’s ‘study of the original sources’. (pp. 
8-9) But Mill stresses that they could not get their inspiration from facts and sources alone; 
Thierry got his sense of the past, instead, by reading Chateaubriand and Walter Scott, and 
then seeing how worthless the histories of his day were in comparison.
The reconciliation of art and science becomes even more problematic when going to 
the third stage, where the historian tries to establish something more universal than how 
things were. Thierry, in spite of his ambition to put historiography on scientific footing, is 
still too much of a poet for Mill; Guizot, on the other hand, is ‘a man of speculation and sci-
ence’ (p. 10), who traced the progress of the European mind in his lectures on the history of 
civilization, and who published immense amounts of source material on French and Eng-
lish history. Michelet, in turn, is presented as the man who combines both these virtues: 
Mill grants Michelet a unique position among contemporary historians, as the sole figure 
who can divine “what was passing in the collective mind of each generation”, the ‘spirit of 
the age’. (p. 15) Thus, Michelet’s Histoire Romaine supplies what is lacking in Niebuhr, and 
his Histoire de France “has opened a new vein in the history of the middle ages”. (p. 13) But 
those divinatory qualities also make his work deeply and inherently subjective, an oeuvre 
which ‘stirs and ferments’ the reader’s mind, in which ‘even the errors are instructive’. It is a 
far cry from the law-seeking science of history that Mill envisioned earlier, and that well 
might be the reason why he doesn’t draw the analogy with Brahe, Kepler (and Newton?) 
any further, and leaves it open to what extent Michelet has reached stage three. 
Mill’s elaboration of his three-stage model also touches upon two other problemat-
ic aspects of 19th-century historiography. First, there is the relation of history writing to 
larger, encompassing philosophies of history or outlines of universal history (which Mill 
treats as almost synonymous). Second, there is the use of collective entities such as ‘the 
spirit of the age’, ‘the collective mind’, or ‘race’ – to mention only the examples which Mill 
finds in Michelet – which serve to make inferences from the individual fact or figure to the 
universal, or at least to the more generally ‘historical’.
As pointed out at the end of chapter 3, the 18th-century genre of histoire philosophique 
and the older genre of universal history continued in the 19th century – in a different guise, 
but not in an altogether marginal role.8 Ranke’s last work was a nine-volume unfinished 
Weltgeschichte (1881-88), and his most programmatic statement was his 1831 introductory 
lecture on the ‘Idea of Universal History’, which posited that ‘Auffassung der Totalität’ and 
‘ein universales Interesse’ were indispensable principles of historiography.9 Georg Gervi-
8 For an overview, see Matthias Middell and Katja Naumann, “The Writing of World History in Eu-
rope from the Middle of the Nineteenth Century to the Present: Conceptual Renewal and Challenge 
to National Histories” in M. Middell & L. Roura (eds.), Transnational Challenges to National History 
Writing (Writing the Nation IV; Basingstroke: Palgrave Macmillan 2013), 54-139
9 Leopold von Ranke, “[Idee der Universalhistorie]”, included in Eberhard Kessel, “Ranke’s Idee der 
Universalhistorie”, Historische Zeitschrift 178:2 (1954), 269-308: 297, 301
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nus, whose conception of history and historiography was otherwise quite different from 
Ranke’s, made the same point in more florid prose:
Wer heute nicht versteht den Geist fremder Zeiten und Nationen wie seiner eigenen 
zu fassen, sich jeder beschränktheit in Religion und Volksthumlichkeit völlig zu entäus-
sern, wer das Leben vergisst über dem Buch, und des Buches Geist über dem Wort, wer 
die Geschichte der Menschheit versäumt über der der einzelnen Völker und Zeiten, wer 
nicht das Ganze umfasst und mit gleich grosser Kühnheit wie Sicherheit das Treiben 
von Jahrhunderten mit einem Blicke überschlagen kann, sondern am kleinen Mass sei-
ner persönlichen und nationellen, seiner gelehrten oder dogmatischen Beschränktheit die 
Welt ausmessen will, der darf nicht wagen nach der Palme in der Geschichtschreibung 
zu ringen.10
Michelet and his friend Edgar Quinet, in the 1820s, simultaneously translated Vico’s 
Scienza Nuova and Herder’s Ideen, both at the instigation of Victor Cousin. Quinet’s fore-
word heralds Vico and Herder as the two figures who introduced a unifying principle that 
could make history into a science, the one more ‘Platonic’, the other more ‘Aristotelian’: 
Vico grasps the essence of history and its ‘universal laws’, while Herder describes how Hu-
manität emerges from the lowliest mud. Accordingly, Quinet begins: “Un grand gloire pour 
les peuples modernes est d’avoir conçu l’histoire universelle.”11 Still, he ‘parts company’ with 
Herder because Herder only describes “l’épanouissement de la fleur de l’humanité” from 
nature, while for Quinet, history is “le spectacle de la liberté”, which has to emancipate itself 
not just from nature but also from tyranny.12
Michelet’s first independent work, after his translation of Vico, had been an Introduc-
tion à l’Histoire Universelle (1831) which described how ‘mankind becomes its own God’ as 
le peuple manifests itself in its liberty. That central issue of liberty – its origins, its devel-
opment, how it is gained and lost – is something which Michelet and Quinet share with 
most French historians of their generation, who all grew up in the shadow of the French 
Revolution. It is also the issue that turned Guizot and Thierry to English history, as a case 
in point.
Thus, universal history in the 19th century mainly functioned as a regulative idea: 
something to be kept in mind while writing history rather than written out in full. Ranke, 
for instance, held that only God could really grasp this totality. In this form, universal 
history was indeed equivalent with a ‘philosophy of history’; in retrospect, it seems like a 
compromise in which philosophy is allowed to inspire historiography, but not to interfere 
with it. 
Nonetheless, universal histories as such continued to be written: Ranke’s rivals in 
Halle and Heidelberg, Heinrich Leo and Friedrich Schlosser, each wrote several such mul-
10 Georg Gervinus, Geschichte der poetischen National-Literatur der Deutschen (Leipzig: Engelmann 1835-
40), Vol. I, 9
11 Edgar Quinet (ed.), “Introduction”, in Herder, Idées sur la Philosophie de l’Histoire de l’Humanité, Vol. I 
(Paris/Strasbourg: Levrault 1827), 7
12 Ibid., 21, 34
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tivolume textbooks. As the titles indicate (Lehrbuch, Leitfaden, Übersicht, Weltgeschichte für 
das deutsche Volk and in zusammenhängender Erzählung), they were intended for education 
and the broader public rather than as theoretical works presenting a philosophy of history; 
but like Ranke and Michelet, they were offering an outline of the ‘Entwicklungsgang des 
Menschengeschlechts’. Noteably, while for Michelet the march of civilisation from East to 
West ends in France, Schlosser has it migrating further, “über die Grenzen der alten Welt 
hinaus nach Amerika”.13
François Guizot and Henry Thomas Buckle took the theme of a History of Civiliza-
tion more theoretically. Both did so as an introduction to national history: Guizot in his 
1828-30 lectures on Histoire de la Civilisation en Europe and en France, Buckle in his unfin-
ished History of Civilization in England (1857-61). Buckle was probably the only 19th-cen-
tury historian to seriously attempt the kind of universal history that Mill hints at, as an 
ongoing causal chain. It earned him the wrath of Johann Gustav Droysen, for whom Buck-
le was the best straw man he could wish for as an example of what historiography should 
not be, so that he could use his review of Buckle to advance his own view on “Erhebung der 
Geschichte zur Rang einer Wissenschaft”.14 Guizot’s lectures and essays on French history 
and the history of civilization, on the other hand, were received most warmly by Mill in a 
review he wrote a year after his Michelet review, as one of the “most valuable contributions 
yet made to universal history”.15
One could see works like Guizot’s and Buckle’s as continuations of 18th-century his-
toire philosophique, which, after all, was particularly concerned with the history of civiliza-
tion. Buckle distinguishes several ‘stages of civilization’ as did earlier authors such as Kames 
and Iselin; both he and Guizot write their histories like essays or treatises, with chapters 
(or, in the case of Guizot, lectures) structured around questions rather than around cy-
cles of events. Guizot’s 1828-30 Sorbonne lectures on the history of civilization specifically 
address the same issues as Montesquieu, Robertson, and Gibbon before him: that is, the 
decline of the Roman Empire and the origins of feudalism. Mill praises Guizot for com-
ing up with a better solution to the first problem than Gibbon’s: instead of blaming it on 
barbarism and religion, he takes the issue empirically by looking at the sources for late 
Roman legal history, which shows how the Roman citizens and curiales vanished under tax 
pressure and the loss of liberties and privileges.16
13 Friedrich Schlosser, Weltgeschichte für das deutsche Volk (ed. G.L. Griegk) (Frankfurt a.M.: Varren-
trapp 1844-57), Vol. I, 3
14 Gustav Droysen, “Erhebung der Geschichte zur Rang einer Wissenschaft” [review of Buckle, History 
of Civilization in England], Historische Zeitschrift 9 (1863), 1-22; reprinted as an appendix to the second 
ed. of Droysen, Grundriß der Historik (Leipzig: Veit 1867 [1858]). In spite of the title, the first volumes 
of Buckle’s History of Civilization dealt not only with the history of civilization in England but with 
that in France, Spain and Scotland and with the origins of civilizations as well.
15 Mill, “M. Guizot’s Essays and Lectures in History” [review of: Essais sur l’Histoire de France and Cours 
d’Histoire moderne], Edinburgh Review LXXXII:166 (October 1845), 381-421: 381
16 Ibid., 385-389; cf. François Guizot, Cours d’Histoire Moderne: Histoire de la Civilisation en France (Par-
is: Pichon & Didier 1829-32), Vol. I leçon 2, 63-83. On p. 49, Guizot mentions his debt to Savigny in 
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There are more examples in the 19th century of such histories that look like treatises, 
especially in France, and there especially when they were devoted to the great overarching 
problem for generations of French historians: the French Revolution. Salient examples 
are the works of François Mignet, Alexis de Tocqueville, and Edgar Quinet. Of these, 
Mignet’s Histoire de la Révolution Française depuis 1789 jusqu'en 1814 (1824) is the most con-
ventionally historical, describing the emergence of a new society and the unwinding of the 
Revolution’s achievements by Napeolon, in chapters that stretch from one historical turn-
ing point to the next one, and that begin and end with a recapitulation in terms of causes 
and principles. Quinet’s La Révolution (1865) is the most polemical and meta-historical, 
accusing all previous historians (liberal, republican, and socialist) of reifying the Revolu-
tion, and asking instead why it failed, following a roughly chronological order of contested 
topics. There was, after all, more to dispute about the causes and effects of the Revolution 
than about the course of events. All the more conventionally narrative historians of the 
Revolution – Thiers, Lamartine, Michelet, Blanc – follow the same chronology from the 
National Assembly to Thermidor, sometimes continued until Napoleon’s coup or his fall, 
though with deeply differing characterizations and evaluations. Tocqueville, in taking into 
account provincial archives and the administrative structure of the Old Regime, is the only 
one who writes an entirely different story in outline, not even mentioning the Bastille or 
the decapitation of Louis XVI. But it is an unfinished story, for Tocqueville died shortly 
after the publication of the first volume of L’Ancien Régime et la Révolution (1856).
There is no similarly overarching ‘central problem’ to British or German historiogra-
phy in the 19th century. Like their French counterparts, English historians had a narrative 
of how liberty and rights were won in the course of their national history, from the Magna 
Carta (or even from the Anglo-Saxon Witenagemots) to the Glorious Revolution. But that 
narrative was already a century old. For English historians, the Civil War and the Glorious 
Revolution were securely part of national history; the French Revolution was still embat-
tled ground and re-enacted three times over. Mill praises Guizot and Thierry for having 
done more for English history than the English themselves, in their histories of the Glori-
ous Revolution and the Norman conquest;17 still they had done so primarily as a case study 
in the struggle for rights and liberty, a supplement to the French debate.
For German historians, the great obstacle in writing their national history was that 
there was no state called Germany before 1871. There was an early modern tradition, largely 
in legal history, of Reichshistorie or Reichsgeschichte; but that tradition had ended with the 
dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire.18 So instead, Ranke and Droysen wrote histories 
these matters (“L’état moral de la société n’y est pas toujours bien compris, ni répresenté avec verité; 
mais, quant aux faits, la science et la critique y sont supérieures.”)
17 Mill, “Recent French historians”, 3. Thierry had written a history of the Norman conquest (Histoire de 
la Conquête de l’Angleterre, 1825); Guizot had published 25 volumes of translated historical documents 
on the Civil War (Collection des Mémoires Rélatifs à la Révolution d’Angleterre, 1823-27), and written a 
history of Charles I that later became the first part of his Histoire de la Révolution de l’Angleterre (1826-
56)
18 Examples are Spener, Historiam Germaniae universalem & pragmaticam (1716); Gladov, Versuch einer 
vollständigen Reichs-Historie von Teutschland (1717); Struve, Einleitung zur Teutschen Reichs-Historie 
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of Prussia, the state on which they – and the Frankfurt Professorenparlement of 1848 – set 
their hopes; Ranke wrote one of the Reformation in Germany, in which he saw European 
history reflected in German history; and Gervinus wrote a history of German literature, 
a phenomenon that unified Germans across borders. But throughout, ‘German’ was a very 
loosely delineated concept. The Monumenta Germaniae Historica, the great collection of 
sources for German medieval history, suffered from severe overstretch because it dealt with 
the historical remains of the Holy Roman Empire at large, and so its source material was 
scattered across France, Italy, Austria, Bohemia, Bavaria, Saxony et al.
On a more general level, there was a larger overarching theme to 19th-century mod-
ern histories, so much so that it became almost identical to ‘modern history’: the origins 
of national states and the development of the European state system. It was, in particu-
lar, Ranke’s big problem, the thread that runs from his early Geschichten der Romanischen 
und Germanischen Völker through his histories of the Serbian revolution, France, England, 
Prussia, the Reformation and the Papacy to his unfinished Weltgeschichte, which was a 
very long prologue to all his previous works. It was not entirely a ‘new’ theme: as we saw in 
chapter 3, it was already the main theme of Robertson’s History of Charles V, and Arnold 
Heeren wrote a Geschichte des Europäischen Staatensystems as early as 1809. Already for 
them, the theme had become a problem: nations had become an explanandum rather than 
a given. King Pharamond, the mythical first king of the Franks, and Brutus, the founder of 
Britannia, were no longer part of it. With the re-organization of Europe at the Congress of 
Vienna, and the rise of nationalism as a political force, that problem became more pressing.
That problem was often framed in terms of collective entities. For Ranke and his rival 
Droysen, the state was almost like a historical actor in its own right: history was first of all 
the history of the state. For Ranke, this meant that the state had not just a ‘spirit’ but also 
a ‘vocation’ and ‘self-esteem’; for Droysen, the state was one of the “sittlichen Gemeinsam-
keiten (Familie, Volk, Staat, Religion usw.)” through which man realized his potential to 
be more than just himself, to achieve Totalität.19 For Michelet, the great actor of history, 
struggling to become itself, was le peuple, escaping from the bounds of race and climate as it 
became a nation. Both French and English historians explained the conflict between Celtic 
and Germanic tribes at the origin of their respective countries in terms of race; from a Ger-
man perspective, where there was no comparable ‘original conquest’, the main opposition 
was rather between Germanic and Romanic, which in racist terms equals ‘pure’ and ‘mixed’. 
(1724); Mascov, Geschichte der Teutschen bis zu Anfange der Fränckischen Monarchie (1726); Bünau, 
Teutsche Kaiser- und Reichs-Historie (1728); Reinhard, Deutsche Reichshistorie (1750); Schmidt, Grun-
driß zu einer umständlichen Reichshistorie (1759); Häberlin, Teutsche Reichs-Geschichte (1774); Pütter, 
Teutsche Reichsgeschichte in ihrem Hauptfaden entwickelt (1778) and Historische Entwickelung der heuti-
gen Staats-Verfassung des Teutschen Reiches (1786/87). See the lemma “Reichshistorie” in Zedler’s 
Universal-Lexicon (Grosses vollständiges Universal-Lexicon Aller Wissenschafften und Künste Vol. 43 
(Halle & Leipzig: Zedler 1745), 117–128)
19 Droysen, Grundriß der Historik, 11 / § 12
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And the ‘spirit of the age’ that Michelet according to Mill captures so nicely is better known 
by its German name Zeitgeist, a notion so widespread that it was the subject of parodies.20
These collective entities were epistemically problematic because they hardly ever had 
universal, lawlike properties. Scientific racism had aspirations in that direction, especially 
in the second half of the 19th century, but most collective entities were instead captured in 
poetic imagination, which typically availed itself of pars pro toto.21 Macaulay had written, in 
an early essay in the Edinburgh Review, that “The greatest historian is he in whose work the 
character and spirit of an age is captured in miniature.”22 For Michelet, Jeanne d’Arc was the 
embodiment of le peuple, and the history of France was pars pro toto for l’histoire univer-
selle. Carlyle, in his lectures On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History (delivered 
1840), described ‘universal history’ as ‘the history of Great Men’.23 The rest of mankind was 
not left out of the histories he wrote, but reduced to melodrama in the shadow of those 
men who embodied the spirit of the age: men like Frederick the Great, Robespierre, and – 
shockingly enough, for Carlyle’s audience – Muhammed.
Mill was fully aware of the epistemic problem. In his review of Michelet, he writes:
The spirit of an age is a part which cannot be extracted literally from ancient records, but 
must be distilled from those arid materials by the chemistry of the writer’s own mind; and 
whoever attempts this, will expose himself to the imputation of substituting imaginations 
for facts, writing history by divination, &c.24
What he does not address was the extent to which this type of reasoning was crypto-the-
ological. By the 1820s it had become a reactionary position to maintain God as a historical 
agent or Creation as a starting point, but 19th-century historical thought is replete with in-
visible hands, alternative roads to redemption, and apotheoses of mankind. Ranke famous-
ly ruled that “jede Epoche ist unmittelbar zu Gott”,25 his shorter way of saying that even 
though every generation builds upon those before, the unmistakable march of progress 
should not make us see each period as the weaker version of the next one but rather incite 
20 See for instance Adolph von Schaden, Der Zeitgeist. Humoristische Erzählung (Gera: Heinsius 1828); 
Ernst Raupach, Der Zeitgeist: Ein Possenspiel in vier Aufzügen (Hamburg: Hofman und Campe 1835); 
M.G. Saphir, “Zeitgeist’s Aschenlied”, Der Deutsche Horizont 72 (4 Dec. 1831). Catholic reactionaries 
wrote tracts against Satan und der Zeitgeist; one author even used the pseudonym Rechtlieb Zeitgeist. 
Mill, for that matter, wrote a long serialized essay on ‘The Spirit of the Age’.
21 In Hayden White’s Metahistory (1971) – the fullest, and most controversial, analysis of how 19th-cen-
tury historical imagination was linked to the uses of tropes – pars pro toto,  or rather synecdoche, is 
presented as the hallmark of one particular school of thought, the organicist conservatism typified by 
Ranke. However, this is not supposed to mean that Ranke consistently uses synecdoche while others 
do not, or even that he uses more synecdoche than others, but rather that he sees history in terms of 
parts containing wholes.
22 Thomas Babington Macaulay, “History” [review of Henri Neele, The Romance of History], Edinburgh 
Review XLVII:94 (May 1828), 331-368: 364
23 Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History (London: Fraser 1841), 1
24 Mill, “Recent French historians”, 15
25 Ranke, Über die Epochen der neueren Geschichte (ed. Alfred Dove) (Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot 
1888 [delivered 1854]), 17. Ranke’s 1854 Berchtesgaden lectures were appended as a foreword to Dove’s 
first posthumous edition of Ranke’s Weltgeschichte.
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us to see the merits of each period in its own terms. For Michelet – and also for Quinet and 
Guizot –  that unmistakable march of progress was the apotheosis of Mankind; the great 
insight Michelet claims to derive from Vico is that
l’humanité est son œuvre à elle-même. Dieu agit sur elle, mais par elle. L’humanité est divine, 
mais il n’y a point d’homme divin … l’humanité peut se reconnaître dans toute son his-
toire, une et identique à elle-même.26
One other aspect of 19th-century historiography that is virtually absent from Mill’s reviews 
is archive research. Guizot and Thierry are praised for their deep knowledge and sharp 
criticism of the sources, but that does not mean that they had unearthed unknown files or 
lost codices. Guizot’s thirty volumes of Collection des Mémoires rélatifs à l’Histoire de France 
(1823-35) and his twenty-five volumes of Collection des Mémoires rélatifs à la Révolution 
d’Angleterre (1823-27) consist of translations of previously edited sources like Gregory of 
Tours; the pièces justificatifs appended to Thierry’s Histoire de la Conquête de l’Angleterre 
(1825) are all previously published works. The case for Michelet is different: he was direc-
tor of the Historical Section of the National Archives for more than twenty years. This is 
mentioned by Mill without further specification as “a rich source of unexplored authorities” 
(p. 16), but archives do not acquire the status aparte with Mill that they had, in very differ-
ent ways, with Ranke and Michelet; the ‘deep erudition’ and ‘extensive research’ for which 
he praises Michelet are the same virtues that he attributes to Thierry and Guizot.
Reviewing History
The journal in which Mill’s review appeared, The Edinburgh Review, was a particular early 
19th century phenomenon: a learned journal addressed to the wider reading public. There 
were half a dozen of these in Britain in the 1820s, of which the Whig–sided Edinburgh 
Review (founded 1802) and the Tory-sided Quarterly Review (1809) were the largest, with 
print runs around 12,000;27 Mill’s father and Jeremy Bentham had founded the more rad-
ical Westminster Review (1823), which later merged with the London Review that the Mills 
founded as a less partisan counterweight. While contributions were anonymous, these 
journals were still used to create a public persona, and in lieu of institutional affiliations, 
they defined most closely to which ‘school’ of intellectual thought an author belonged. 
Thus the contributors to the Edinburgh included leading Whigs like Macaulay and Lord 
Brougham. In France, there were similar divisions along party lines between the leading 
journals, but no veil of anonymity, and an hegemonic institution – the Institut National 
– around which they revolved. In 1795, three journals filled the gap left by the discontinua-
tion of the crown-funded Journal des Savans: the Mercure de France, formerly a literary and 
26 Jules Michelet, Histoire Romaine (Paris: Hachette 1831), Vol. I, vi-vii
27 Richard Altick, The English Common Reader: A social history of the mass reading public 1800-1900 (Chi-
cago and London: Chicago UP 1957), 392-393
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fashionable journal, the Décade Philosophique (1796-1807) of the Idéologues, and the Ma-
gasin Encylopédique and its successors (1795-1835). Mainly filled by members of the Institut, 
all three played a mediating role between the academy and the reading public, offering re-
views and notices along with ‘nouvelles littéraires’ from academies worldwide; and all faced 
closures and forced mergers under Napoleon and the Restauration. The Journal des Savants 
was reinstated in 1816; under the July Monarchy, there were the internationally oriented 
Revue des deux Mondes and Revue Européenne. In Germany, the various Literaturzeitungen 
and the Jahrbücher published by the universities of Heidelberg and Halle were less political 
and never exceeded 3,000 copies.28 Only the Berlin Jahrbücher für wissenschaftliche Kritik 
(1827-46), co-founded by Hegel in response to the Berlin Academy blocking his entry, had 
aspirations to establish itself as the central organ of learned discussion, modelled on the 
revived Journal des Savants and reviewing works in full-length articles that were themselves 
works of scholarship; but those articles were not aimed at the broader public, and historio-
graphy was not Hegel’s or the Jahrbücher’s favourite subject. It is important to note that 
scholarly discussion, for most of the 19th century, was dominated by general rather than 
specialist learned journals; most specialist periodicals were private initiatives or linked to 
local academies and societies. In this regard, the structure of scholarly communication in 
the early 19th century is still like that of the 18th-century Republic of Letters. As late as 1828, 
the Revue Encyclopédique, upon reappearing after the loosening of censorship, proclaimed 
itself “irrévocablement attaché à toute la république des lettres […] Malgré son apparente 
faiblesse, cette république est plus sûre de sa durée que les empires les plus puissans”; 
meanwhile, critics of the Hegelian Jahrbücher saw the journal as an attempt to impose 
tyranny in the German Gelehrtenrepublik.29 
When Mill wrote his review, the Reviews and Quarterlies were already past their 
peak. The essayistic style of his review is typical of such publications; one could say that 
the review essay was invented in the Reviews and Quarterlies.30 What is also noteworthy 
is that Mill’s review essays were later collected in book form, asserting their status as lit-
erary productions of independent merit. In this format, Mill’s review belongs to a group 
of journalistic statements about the state of history writing. The most famous example is 
Thierry’s Lettres sur l’Histoire de France, of which the first nine letters had appeared in the 
Courrier Français in 1820, and the whole book in 1827. George Grote published his review 
28 Sybille Obenaus, “Die deutschen allgemeinen kritischen Zeitschriften in der erste Hälfte des 19. 
Jahrhunderts”, Archiv für Geschichte des Buchwesens 14 (1973), 1-122
29 “Considérations générales sur la république des lettres, en 1827”, Revue Encyclopédique 37 (1828), 5-14: 
5; Ludwig Börne, Einige Wörte über die angekündigte Jahrbücher für wissenschaftliche Kritik (Heidel-
berg: Winter 1827), 7; Arnold Ruge, though positive about the Jahrbücher’s contribution to scientific 
journalism, criticizes their ‘authoritarianism’ and ‘Brahmanism’ in two successive articles on the state 
of journalism in Germany. Cf. Floris Solleveld, “Afterlives of the Republic of Letters: Learned journals 
and scholarly community in the early 19th century”, forthcoming in International Journal for History, 
Culture and Modernity
30 Cf. Gertrude Himmelfarb (ed.), The Spirit of the Age: Victorian Essays (New Haven & London: Yale 
UP 2007),  18-28; Christoph Groffy, Die Edinburgh Review, 1802 1825: Formen der Spätaufklärung 
(Heidelberg: Karl Winter 1981), 8
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of Mitford (see chapter 1) in 1826, and George Babington Macaulay his “History” essay in 
1828, in the Westminster and Edinburgh Review respectively.31 Grote’s review was nominally 
about another book, which he only discussed in the beginning, and Macaulay not even 
mentioned the collection of historical romances his essay was supposed to review. Both 
wrote these texts decades before their own histories of Greece and England, without the 
intention to write these larger works yet formed; in the interim, Macaulay already made 
a literary name for himself with his Critical and Historical Essays: Contributed to the Edin-
burgh Review (1843) in which “History” was, remarkably enough, not included. 
For Macaulay, the reconciliation of ‘art’ and ‘science’ in the writing of history is even 
more problematic than it was for Mill – or than the combination of ‘research’ and ‘philos-
ophy’ was for Grote. For Mill, history as it should be is a desideratum; for Macaulay, it is 
almost an impossibility:
We are acquainted with no History which approaches to our notion of what a history 
ought to be […] Instead of being equally shared between its two rulers, the Reason and 
the Imagination, it falls alternately under the sole and absolute dominion of each.32
On the one hand, Macaulay is more bound to the classical example than Mill, or than 
Grote. Two-thirds of the ‘History’ essay is about ancient historians from Herodotus to 
Tacitus, and after the publication of his essays, while away as a civil servant in India, he re-
cast ancient history in poetic form in the Lays of Ancient Rome (1842). On the other hand, 
Macaulay also more resolutely draws a line between antiquity and the present. Christian-
ity, barbarian invasions, and a millennium of medieval barbarism separate ancients and 
moderns; and they have also produced a world of national varieties, less self-centred than 
the Greeks and Romans were, fired by competition and experiment.
In the philosophy of history, the moderns have far surpassed the ancients. […] The differ-
ence is a difference not in degree but of kind […] They reasoned as justly as ourselves on 
subjects which required pure demonstration. But in the moral sciences they made scarcely 
any advance.33 
And yet, Macaulay adds, this superiority should not lead modern historians to condescend-
ing judgements about the past; when it comes to weighing opposite points of view, Hume, 
Gibbon, and especially the much maligned Mitford have a lot to learn from Herodotus.
A less famous, but notable example in the genre of programmatic statements in re-
view essays is Swiss journalist and theologian Alexandre Vinet, for whom long reviews 
and public lectures were the prime means of communication. Reviewing Michelet for the 
Protestant learned weekly Le Semeur, Vinet makes a series of observations on historical 
objectivity akin to Mill’s when he diagnoses the current state of the historical craft after the 
eclipse of the parti philosophique:
31 Macaulay, “History”; Grote, “Institutions of Ancient Greece”, Westminster Review 5 (1826), 269-331
32 Macaulay, “History”, 331
33 Ibid., 353
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[L’histoire] a été reprise comme en sous-œuvre, recommencée sur nouveaux frais; on a fait 
table rase des idées philosophiques de cette école et de toute école; la critique est devenue 
une sorte de religion; on s’est prescrit d’accepter avec soumission le passé; autant qu’il se 
pouvait, on s’est fait des jeux antiques pour voir les choses antiques…34
But seeing the past in its own terms, for Vinet as for Mill, is not yet proper history, no 
matter how well-documented – for Vinet, that way of seeing has a dangerous tendency 
towards fatalism and moral indifferentism. So instead, he welcomes Michelet’s Histoire 
de France to argue that the ‘science historique’ requires poetic synthesis: “Subjectif au plus 
haut degré, l'auteur n'est pas pour cela moins fidèle à la vérité objective. […] Sans poésie, 
on ne peut pas être exact”.35 Posthumously, Vinet became the author of a history of contem-
porary French literature, as his friends collected his reviews for Le Semeur and his courses 
on De Staël and Chateaubriand in Études sur la Littérature française au XIXe siècle (1848); 
a history of ‘Literature’ in the sense that includes history and criticism. And so, even more 
than in their original format, his reviews became acts of canon-creation. A project initiated 
in 1908 by the Société de l’édition Vinet even made him the author of a 30+ volume œuvre 
which he was by all counts unaware of having written.
Together, these journal articles give a more actual picture of the transformation of 
historical scholarship than most of the foundational texts of ‘historicism’. For these articles 
are public contributions to an ongoing discussion, while most of the key programmatic 
texts in ‘the German historicist tradition’ are strikingly silent about their contemporaries, 
and several remained unpublished for decades or had a very slow reception. This is not a 
reason to write off historicism, since a programme is not reducible to its programmatic 
texts. But with the picture that emerges from Mill’s review and similar texts in mind, we 
have all the more reason to ask what we wish to call historicism.
Historicism as Model-construction
What was historicism? Many, partly overlapping definitions have been offered in the past 
decades. At the beginning of Konfigurationen des Historismus, Jörn Rüsen distinguishes 
between three uses of ‘Historismus’: (1) emphasizing the historically specific; (2) histor-
ical relativism; and (3) seeing the past ‘scientifically’.36 Daniel Fulda treats the distinction 
between “Historismus (I) als geistig-kultureller Bewegung” which sees everything as his-
torical, and “Historismus (II) als dessen Auswirkung in einer akademischen Disziplin”, as 
fundamental.37 Frederick Beiser adheres to a prescriptive definition of what historicism 
should be, “stripped of all its accidental and negative connotations”, as “the fundamental 
34 Le Semeur, 4 June 1834; Alexandre Vinet, Études sur la Littérature française au XIXe siècle (Paris: s.n. 
1857 [1848]), Vol. III, 298
35 Ibid., 302
36 Rüsen, Konfigurationen, 17-19
37 Fulda, Wissenschaft aus Kunst, 267ff
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historicization of all our thinking about man, his culture and his values”.38 For Otto Ger-
hard Oexle, the problem of historical objectivity and value relativism is central.39 All these 
definitions are sound: historicism was indeed all that, though one can dispute about rela-
tive weight. But they are also retrospective to the second or third degree: they point back 
to texts from the early 20th century by Meinecke, Troeltsch, Weber and Rickert, who were 
responding to debates from the 1880s-90s about a term first publicly introduced by Feuer-
bach as a term of abuse.40
Moreover, all these definitions link historicism both to an ‘intellectual revolution’ or 
paradigm shift, and to a particular German academic model and/or philosophy of history. 
One can of course make transnational comparisons on the basis of these definitions, seeing 
to what extent they apply to other national contexts, but that would be quite naïve, because 
it would make resemblance to the German situation the criterion for being ‘modern’. Also, 
such Germanocentrism tends to downplay the role of histoire philosophique in shaping 
modern historiography before historicism.
All of this does not preclude that German historians, in the first half of the 19th centu-
ry, were indeed doing something categorically different. But historicism was part of a wider 
international intellectual-cultural movement, as Rüsen and Jaeger stress in Geschichte des 
Historismus.41 The cultivation of historical culture, in the form of Romantic revivals, phil-
ological editions, history painting, and national museums, spread all over the continent in 
the early 19th century, followed later by architectural neo-styles.42 That historical culture 
is not necessarily ‘historicist’ in any of the senses identified above; it is easier to associate 
historians across borders with this broad intellectual-cultural movement than with a spe-
cific methodology or philosophy of history. German historicism as an intellectual-cultural 
movement (Fulda’s Historicism (I)) is just one variety of it. On the other hand, the aca-
demic environment within which Wolf, Savigny, Niebuhr, Ranke, Droysen et al. operated 
was very specifically German indeed, and so was the disciplinary ethos which they exem-
38 Beiser, Historicist Tradition, 2; derived from Ernst Troeltsch, Der Historismus und seine Probleme (Ge-
sammelte Schriften III; Tübingen: Mohr 1922), 102
39 Oexle, Geschichtswissenschaft im Zeichen des Historismus, passim
40 Ludwig Feuerbach, “Über das Wunder” [1839] and “Über Philosophie und Christenthum in Bezie-
hung auf den der Hegelschen Philosophie gemachten Vorwurf der Unchristlichkeit” [1839] in Säm-
mtliche Werke I. Erläuterungen und Ergänzungen zur Wesen des Christenthums (Leipzig: Weigand 
1846), for instance: “Von dem leichtfüßigen Roß des Rationalismus, das unsre Väter trug, sind wir 
auf den faulen Packesel eines stieren Historismus und Positivismus herab gekommen” (p. 1); “die per-
sonificirte Mißgunst des Historismus gegen die gesunden Blutstropfen der Gegenwart” (p. 45). He 
is not very specific about who he intends, but one of his targets is Ranke’s Hegelian rival, Heinrich 
Leo.  There is an earlier use of ‘Historismus’ in the manuscripts of Novalis and Friedrich Schlegel, not 
relevant here.
41 Rüsen & Jaeger, Geschichte des Historismus, 75-81
42 Jo Tollebeek, Frank Ankersmit & Wessel Krul (eds.), Romantiek en Historische Cultuur (Groningen: 
Historische Uitgeverij 1996); Joep Leerssen, National Thought in Europe: A Cultural History (Amster-
dam: Amsterdam UP 2006), 186-203; Ellinoor Bergvelt, Debora Meijers, Lieske Tibbe & Elsa van 
Wezel (eds.), Napoleon’s Legacy: The Rise of National Museums in Europe, 1794-1830 (Berlin: Staatliche 
Museen & G + H Verlag 2009)
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plified. The question is whether their model of research and teaching also led to distinctly 
different ways of writing and structuring history.
Ranke, in the foreword to his first published work, famously stated his aim to write 
history ‘as it truly was’, wie es eigentlich gewesen. That sounds like a tautology, but for Ranke 
it also meant not doing other things: judging the past from the perspective of the present, 
drawing moral lessons from it, or making it confirm to generalizations and philosophical 
speculations. Ranke was not epistemologically naïve: he understood that history is not 
made by facts alone. His lectures on universal history began by pointing out that histo-
ry is “Wissenschaft… indem sie sammelt, findet, durchdringt; Kunst, indem sie das Ge-
fundene, Erkannte wieder gestaltet, darstellt.”43 But he was not very explicit about method 
or epistemology either. He was the exact opposite of Gatterer, his 18th-century counter-
part as a discipline builder: he wrote histories, not handbooks. After the forewords to the 
Geschichten der Romanischen und Germanischen Völker, he rarely made statements in print 
about writing history; his two major programmatic texts were published posthumously.44 
In his seminar, what was conveyed was not rules but tacit knowledge. Officially, it was not 
a seminar; Berlin only instituted a historical seminar in 1885, one year before he died.45 As 
Hardtwig Floto, one of his first students to become professor, describes it in his inaugural 
address:
Es war kein bestimmter Lehrkursus, es waren keine räsonnierende Vorträge, was wir zu 
hören bekamen. Ranke ließ uns lesen. […] Er zeigte uns, aus welchen Dokumenten allein 
eine authentische Geschichte geschöpft werden könnte, und lehrte uns diese Dokumente 
lesen. Das war alles, was er that, und Sie sehen hieraus, meine Herren, inwiefern man 
berechtigt ist, von einer Ranke’schen Schule zu sprechen.46
The didactic setting and the emphasis on original documents are the most distinctive parts 
of Ranke’s programme. No one taught as many future professors as he during his six-
ty-year tenure, and no one – with the exception of Pertz, the first editor of the Monumenta 
– went to such lengths to procure original documents, travelling to the archives and li-
braries in Vienna, Venice, Rome, Florence, Munich, Paris and London in an age when rail-
road networks were still in their infant stage.47 His correspondence is full of the evocations 
43 Ranke, “[Idee der Universalhistorie]”, 270
44 These were the 1831 introductory lecture on the ‘Idea of Universal History’ published by Kessel in 
1954, and the 1854 Berchtesgaden lectures on the ‘Epochs of World History’ published by Dove in 
1888.
45 Bernhard vom Brocke, “Die Entstehung der deutschen Forschungsuniversität, ihre Blüte und Krise 
um 1900”, in R. Schwinges (ed.), Humboldt International. Der Export des deutschen Universitätsmodells 
im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (Basel: Schwabe 2001), 367-401: 376
46 Floto, Über historische Kritik, 12
47 For six generations of Ranke students becoming professors, see Wolfgang Weber, Priester der Klio: his-
torisch-sozialwissenschaftliche Studien zur Herkunft und Karriere deutscher Historiker und zur Geschichte 
der Geschichtswissenschaft 1800-1970 (Frankfurt a.M./Bern: Peter Lang 1987). A schematic overview of 
the first two generations is in James Westfall Thompson, A History of Historical Writing Vol. II (New 
York: MacMillan 1942), 190-191. For Pertz’ travels and those of his associates, see Harry Breslau, 
Geschichte der Monumenta Germaniae historica (Hannover: Hahn 1921)
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of files and manuscripts, copying and note-taking.48 It was a particular kind of documents 
that he was after: not the charters of Mabillon and Gatterer or the histories and chronicles 
translated by Guizot but most of all diplomatic correspondence (relazioni), which would 
give an uncensored and less polished insight into political affairs.49 Crossing the Alps on 
his 1828-30 Italian journey, he has something of a humanist manuscript hunter in a frock 
coat. Later, he would increasingly send his students, or recommend them for positions at 
the Monumenta, which acted as a centre of operation for archival expeditions, just like the 
Corpus projects did for classicists.50 Westfall Thompson, in his History of Historical Writ-
ing, describes the Monumenta as “a sort of post-Ranke graduate school”.51 
As Mill’s review illustrates, Ranke was not alone in his insistence on original sources, 
and even less so in his appeals to the historical imagination and his rhetoric against ana-
chronism. If there is a common core to early 19th-century schools of history writing, it is 
these three things. To what extent there is an early modern precedent differs for each of 
them, but they did not occur as a triad previously. Together, they make a replicable model, 
and if these are defining traits of (early) historicism, then one can indeed regard histori-
cism as a transnational phenomenon.
Yet these three things – original sources, historical imagination, and avoiding ana-
chronism – do not yet make a historical argument or narrative. In other words, they are 
not, in themselves, ‘ways of transforming information into knowledge’. Though putting his-
tory in between science and art was a commonplace, the solutions to the epistemological 
problem of historical imagination were highly idiosyncratic. Generally they invoked some 
kind of larger Whole, but everyone imagined the larger Whole a bit differently. No one 
except Michelet believed in mankind becoming its own God through the emancipation of 
le peuple; no one except Ranke believed that each epoch was immediate to God.  
One apparent paradox is that, despite the emphasis on original sources and Wissen-
schaftlichkeit, 19th-century historical texts in general contain relatively few footnotes and 
interspersed passages in comparison with early modern works.52 For the authors treated 
in this chapter, this is not because they left it to the literary imagination, or because they 
had inherited Voltaire’s hatred of book dust. Literary considerations played a role, but the 
48 See Ranke, Das Briefwerk (ed. W. Fuchs) (Hamburg: Hofmann & Campe 1949), for instance pp. 126-
127, 169-170, 173-176, 180, 187, 287, 343-344, 471-472, 476-477
49 Kasper Risbjerg Eskildsen, “Leopold Ranke’s Archival Turn: Location and Evidence in Modern His-
toriography”, Modern Intellectual History 5:3 (2008), 425-453: 434ff; Gino Benzoni, “Ranke’s Favourite 
Source: The Venetian Relazioni; Impressions with Allusions to Later Historiography”, in G. Iggers & 
J. Powell (eds.), Leopold von Ranke and the Shaping of the Historical Discipline (Syracuse: Syracuse UP 
1990), 45-57 casts doubt upon their reliability. 
50 Cf. Lorraine Daston, “Authenticity, Autopsia, and Theodor Mommsen’s Corpus Inscriptionum Lati-
narum” in A. Blair & A.-S. Goeing (eds.), For the Sake of Learning. Essays in Honor of Anthony Grafton 
Vol. II (Leiden/Boston: Brill 2016), 955-973; Herman Paul, “The Heroic Study of Records: The con-
tested persona of the archival historian”, History of the Human Sciences 26:4 (October 2013), 67-83
51 History of Historical Writing, 190
52 Cf. Anthony Grafton, The Footnote: A curious history (Cambridge (Mass.) & London: Harvard UP 
1997), 65-68
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main issue was not to strike a compromise between literary coherence and historical justi-
fication, as it was in 18th-century historical manuals. Nor was it merely an issue of relevance 
and selection, of determining ‘from which documents alone an authentic history could be 
created’. Rather, what ‘historicist’ authors in the wider sense aimed to reconstruct is not 
historical facts but ‘history’ proper; between the sources and the text, there is another layer 
of model-construction.
‘Model-construction’ was of course not what any of the canonical historicist texts 
called it. The nearest statement in that direction was Humboldt’s 1821 Berlin Academy 
lecture Über die Aufgabe des Geschichtschreibers, a text that both Gervinus and Droysen 
quote approvingly, but that was, according to Gervinus, ‘read by few and understood by 
even fewer’.53 Three years before Ranke’s wie es eigentlich gewesen, Humboldt begins with 
the formula, “Die Aufgabe des Geschichtschreibers ist die Darstellung des Geschehenen”.54 
But he immediately adds that what has happened is only partially visible, and the rest must 
be ‘felt, inferred, guessed’.
Wenn man die unbedeutendste Thatsache zu erzählen versucht, aber streng nur das sagen 
will, was sich wirklich zugetragen hat, so bemerkt man bald, wie, ohne die höchste Vorsicht 
im Wählen und Abmessen der Ausdrücke, sich überall kleine Bestimmungen über das 
Vorgegangene hinaus einmischen, woraus Falschheiten oder Unsicherkeiten entstehen.55
And so the historian needs some of the gifts of the poet and the philosopher, just like the 
artist, in Humboldt’s somewhat Platonic version of organicism, needs to abstract away 
from appearances to understand the ‘organic form’ of what he is depicting. In the same 
sense, he continues, “muß das Auffassen des geschehenen von Ideen geleitet sein.”56 But 
these ideas should not be philosophical theories or final causes imposed upon the his-
torical record, “ein Fehler, in welchen die sogenannte philosophische Geschichte leicht 
verfällt”.57 Rather, there should be a constant interaction between the general idea and the 
depiction of the individual.
Auf diese Weise entwirft sich der Geschichtschreiber durch das Studium der schaffen-
den Kräfte der Weltgeschichte ein allgemeines Bild der Form des Zusammenhanges aller 
Begebenheiten, und in diesem Kreis liegen die Ideen, von denen im vorigen die Rede war. 
Sie sind nicht in die Geschichte hineingetragen, sondern machen ihr Wesen selbst aus.58
Actually, Humboldt’s notion of Ideen comes from Kant’s Third Critique as much as from 
Plato’s cave. In the Kritik der Urteilskraft, the capacity to discern and depict aesthetic 
‘Ideas’ is what defines artistic genius, while the capacity for (aesthetic) judgement at large 
is what connects appearances and concepts. In general, Humboldt’s lecture can be read 
53 Georg Gervinus, Grundzüge der Historik (Leipzig: Engelmann 1837), 10
54 Wilhelm von Humboldt, “Über die Aufgabe des Geschichtschreibers”, in Gesammelte Werke Vol. I 
(ed. Alexander von Humboldt) (Berlin: Reimer 1841), 1
55 Ibid., 1-2
56 Ibid., 13
57 Ibid.
58 Ibid., 15
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as a Kantian attempt to determine the conditions of possibility for historical knowledge. 
Now Humboldt never was a very systematic thinker, nor a practicing historian; Droysen 
later called him ‘the Bacon of history’,59 but Bacon also never built an air-pump. Gervinus 
and Droysen, both opponents of Ranke, later gave a more didactic and methodical form 
to similar attempts, in texts that were both in numbered paragraphs, and that were both 
titled Historik.
Gervinus presents his Grundzüge der Historik (1837) as a Poetics for historians, an 
analysis of the historian’s art. Just like Humboldt, whom he finds the only worthwhile 
predecessor in this regard, he compares the historian to the poet and the philosopher; and 
just like Macaulay, whose “History” essay he could hardly have known at that point, he 
finds hardly any history that can stand out as an example, not even the works of Niebuhr 
and Livius:
Denn ein Kunstwerk verlangt vor Allem Vollendung in sich, verlangt ein geschlossenes 
Ganze und eine Einheit des Plans, einen Zusammenschluß der Theile zu einem Gan-
zen. Diese Forderung hatte schon Polybius aus des Aristoteles Poetik an sein historisches 
Werk übertragen gestellt. Nichts davon ist in jenen Geschichtsbüchern zu finden. Die 
Einheit des Plans ist eine Forderung, welche jedes poetische und philosophische Werk 
von selbst befriedigt; die meisten historischen Werke befriedigen sie nicht.60
But on the other hand, history should not be ‘smoothed over’, as he accuses Robertson 
(and, in an earlier text, Heeren) of doing; cold philosophical resignation, like Hume’s, does 
not do the trick either.61 Gervinus further problematizes the historian’s art by adding a po-
litical dimension, and by historicizing historiography itself. Only at some points in history 
the historian is fully equipped to grasp the drama of history from both a patriotic and a 
cosmopolitan point of view, and only some periods are worthy subjects: Thucydides and 
Machiavelli, for all their shortcomings, stand out as witnesses of a national struggle that 
was at the same time a world-historical turning point. All true history, for Gervinus, is 
political.62 Ironically enough, he published this tract half a year before he was fired and 
banished from Göttingen for political reasons, as one of the Göttinger Sieben. 
Droysen’s Grundriß der Historik (first printed 1858 to accompany his lectures; first 
published 1867; publication of the lecture manuscripts 1937/1977) belongs to a later stage 
in historiographical debate and institutional development. There is no loud or tacit dis-
missal of all predecessors as in Niebuhr, Ranke, and Gervinus; it is not driven by Natur-
philosophie but rather by the growing rivalry between the historical and natural sciences 
within the philosophical faculty. In defining the ‘historical method’ in contrast with and as 
a counterpart to philosophical speculation and physical explanation, Droysen emphasizes 
that his work is not meant as an encyclopaedic overview of the discipline, nor as a philoso-
59 Droysen, Grundriß der Historik, 6
60 Gervinus, Grundzüge der Historik, 31 / § 14
61 Ibid., 52-54 / § 22-23; Gervinus, Historische Briefe, Veranlaßt durch Heeren und das Archiv von Schlosser 
und Bercht (Hadamar/Weilburg: Lanz 1832), 8. See chapter 3
62 Gervinus, Grundzüge der Historik, 80 / § 34
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phy of history, and least of all as a Poetics for historians. At the same time, he disavows the 
preoccupation with historical facts:
Die Kritik sucht nicht die “eigentliche historische Tatsache”; denn jede sogenannte hi-
storische Tatsache ist, abgesehen von den Mitteln, Zusammenhängen, Bedingungen, 
Zwecken, die mit Tätig waren, ein Komplex von Willensakten, oft Vieler, helfender und 
hemmender. […] Das Wesen der Interpretation ist, in den vergangenen Geschehnissen 
Wirklichkeiten mit der ganzer Fülle von Bedingnissen, die ihre Verwirklichung und 
Wirklichkeit förderte, zu sehen.63
So much for Ranke’s ‘as it truly was’. For Droysen, historical research is not primarily 
fact-oriented but question-oriented: “Der Ausgangspunkt des Forschens ist die historische 
Frage”. (§ 20) What the sources tell us is at best fragmentary; accordingly, the historian has 
to extend and supplement his material through ‘a) divination, b) combination, c) analogy, 
and d) hypothesis’. (§ 26) Determining the authenticity of a source is just ‘lower criticism’; 
it is much more important to understand the ‘historical present’ from which it emerged as 
a testimony. (§ 30, 34)
In spite of decades of cold war between Ranke and Droysen, on this point they are 
not as far apart as they wanted to be. One distinctive element of Ranke’s style is that it is 
a blend of narrative and exposé: he begins with general observations and how-what-why-
questions, and then he comes with historical details to elucidate them further, in an order 
that is roughly chronological. For all his preoccupation with historical facts, he was selec-
tive and sometimes rather sketchy in presenting them. An earlier rival of Ranke, Heinrich 
Leo, attacked his first work for that, comparing the Geschichten to ‘a letter that the sender 
did not care to read through’.64 Even worse, he called Ranke a dilettante driven by subjective 
interests, who read much but quoted sloppily, and seemed to be writing mainly for “gelehrte 
Weiber”.65 Ranke retorted that ‘quotes do not have to be served to the reader like porridge 
to children’.66 Instead of filling his text with ‘pedantic’ footnotes, he added a supplement to 
most of his main works, in which the most important sources are reproduced and/or com-
mented on, as in Zur Kritik neuerer Geschichtsschreiber; some of these supplement volumes 
became, in effect, source publications.67
Michelet, for that matter, had to respond to similar criticism. Although he had privi-
leged access to the National Archives until the coup of Napoleon III, his footnotes are 
even rarer than Ranke’s. In the foreword to the re-edition of the Histoire de la Révolution 
Française, he hoped to do away with that criticism for once and for all. His work was ‘born 
63 Droysen, Historik, 37 / § 28
64 “H.L. Manin” [Heinrich Leo], review of Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen Völker von 
1494 bis 1535, Ergänzungsblatter zur Jenaischen allgemeinen Literatur-Zeitung 17-18 (1828), 129-140: 129
65 Ibid., 139-140
66 Ranke, “Replik”, Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung 131 (May 1828), 193-199: 196
67 Ranke speaks of them as ‘analects’: Französische Geschichte Vol. V (Stuttgart: Cotta 1861); Englische 
Geschichte Vol. VII Pt. II (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot 1868). Cf. Alexandre Escudier, “Theory and 
Methodology of History from Chladenius to Droysen: A historiographical essay” in C. Ligota & J.-L. 
Quantin (eds.), History of Scholarship (Oxford: Oxford UP 2006), 437-485: 467-468
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in the lap of the archives’, and since everything was stored chronologically in the archive 
boxes, his critics could simply find what they were asking for there:
On m’a blamé parfois d’avoir cité trop rarement. Je l’aurais fait souvent, si mes sources or-
dinaires avaient été des pièces détachées. Mais mon soutien habituel, ce sont ces grandes 
collections où tout se suit dans un ordre chronologique. Dès que je date un fait, on peut 
retrouver à l’instant ce fait à ce date precise au registre, au carton où je l’ai pris.68
‘Model-construction’ is the right name for this way of working because the outcome is a 
fabric with historical testimonies woven into it, that (presumably) touches upon historical 
source material at all its sides but is not reducible to it. It is therefore different from the 
reconstructions, conjectures and hypotheses of antiquarians which are much more closely 
linked to individual documents and artifacts, and from the conjectural schemes and gen-
eral principles of histoire philosophique which abstract away from historical details and are 
not intended as historical reconstructions. Still, the close relation to both is obvious. There 
could have been no ‘archival turn’ without prior centuries of antiquarianism, and without 
the precedent of histoire philosophique as a way of getting history beyond the facts, histori-
cist model-construction is unthinkable. 
How widely applicable is this notion of historicism as ‘model-construction’? Quite 
widely. Its earliest elaborate form is undoubtedly in Altertumswissenschaft: Wolf ’s re-assess-
ment of the Homeric corpus as the product of a pre-literate bardic culture, Boeckh’s recon-
struction of the economic system of ancient Athens, Creuzer’s wide-ranging comparison 
of Symbolik und Mythologie der alten Völker, Niebuhr’s Römische Geschichte. Ante cedents 
for seeing the past both in its own right and as part of a larger whole could be found, or at 
least read into, Vico and Herder. Wolf did that, in pointing out analogies between his own 
work and Vico’s; so did one review of Niebuhr’s Römische Geschichte;69 and so did Michelet 
and Quinet, in translating Vico and Herder. But not all ‘model-construction’ can be linked 
to these antecedents. Prosper de Barante’s 1826 foreword to the Histoire des Ducs de Bour-
gogne is worth quoting as an unrelated example:
Puisque je me proposais d'exciter l'intérêt et de rendre le récit attachant; puisque, pour 
n’en point troubler le cours, j’en écartais toute discussion sur la vérité des faits, sur le plus 
ou moins de foi à ajouter aux témoignages; puisque j’en effaçais les résumés généraux et 
statistiques; puisque je m’abstenais de tout jugement et de toute réflexion, il fallait, sous 
peine de devenir un frivole romancier, apporter l’exactitude la plus consciencieuse dans 
mon travail. J'ai fait disparaître soigneusement l’échafaudage; mais la construction doit être 
en état de soutenir l’examen le plus attentif et le plus rigoureux.70 [my emphasis]
68 Jules Michelet, Histoire de la Révolution Française (Paris: Librairie Internationale 1868), Vol. I, xi
69 F.A. Wolf, “Giambattista Vico über den Homer” [1807], in id., Kleine Schriften, Vol. II (ed. G. Bern-
hardi) (Halle: Buchhandlung des Waisenhauses 1869); Caspar von Orelli, review of Niebuhr, Ergän-
zungsblätter zur Jenaischen allgemeinen Literatur-Zeitung No. 91-92 (1816), 337-346. See chapter 3.
70 Prosper de Barante, Histoire des Ducs de Bourgogne, de la Maison de Valois, 1364-1477, Vol. I (Paris: 
Ladvocat 1826), 45-46; Cf. Jo Tollebeek, De Illusionisten: Geschiedenis en cultuur in de Franse Roman-
tiek (Leuven: Universitaire Pers 2000), 23
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Running to sixty pages, it is probably the longest contemporary statement in French about 
how history is constructed, and it has nothing to do with Vico, Herder, or Altertumswis-
senschaft. Augustin Thierry was not indebted to any of that either when he argued for 
re-imagining French medieval history, picturing the Frankish kings like Teutonic warlords 
and highlighting the rise of the cities. Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall, in Vienna, was re-
mote from these debates as he translated Arab, Persian, and Turkish poetry, described the 
Ottoman state system, and edited the Fundgruben des Orients, before he started writing the 
Geschichte des Osmanischen Reichs (1827-33), as the surtitle said, “grossentheils aus bisher 
unbenutzten Handschriften und Archiven”. George Grote was aware of Altertumswissen-
schaft, but he imagined ancient history differently: Athens as the ‘cradle of democracy’ was 
not there before Grote. Carlyle’s fierce, manic literary imagination was sui generis; it was 
not an easily replicable model, but it was definitely an attempt to make the French Revolu-
tion and the wars of Frederick the Great as tangible as possible. 
If all this is to count as ‘historicism’, the resulting picture is a lot more chaotic than 
when the term is restricted to a particular German tradition – and for the sake of clarity, 
it is perhaps better to use it in this restricted sense. But for understanding what is char-
acteristic and new about 19th-century schools of history, what matters is the varieties of 
model-construction and the correlated triad of archives and source publications, appeals 
to the imagination, and rejection of anachronism.
Redescribing historicism as ‘model-construction’ does not solve the epistemic prob-
lem about imagining the past. A model may be more scrutable than poetic imagination per 
se, it can be coherent or incoherent, well-founded or baseless, but it is still a construct. To 
call a period ‘The Renaissance’, as Michelet and Burckhardt did, or ‘Hellenism’, as Droysen 
did, is not a true-or-false statement; it is rather a kind of speech act that creates candi-
dates for truth-or-falsehood. Wolf ’s theory about mixed Homeric authorship may well 
be wrong; but still it furnished a model for envisioning the archaic past as fundamentally 
different, and for philologically reading texts accordingly. The debate about the causes and 
implications of the French Revolution has not stopped since 1790, and might well still 
be undecidable if we knew everything; all the same, model-construction did open new 
domains of possible truths and falsehoods here too. Thiers and Mignet, in distinguishing 
between a good, civil revolution of 1789 and a bad, popular revolution of 1792, made it an 
issue that later authors could not avoid, even if they did not agree; moreover, presenting 
the Revolution as inexorable, like they did, created the problem of historical fatalism, and 
thereby gave other historians a dragon to kill. Three decades later, Tocqueville’s recon-
struction of the Ancien Régime administration from provincial archives made a whole new 
domain of source material relevant, reducing, in his account, the day-to-day revolutionary 
events to surface phenomena.
One way of arguing for such model-constructions was simply to posit them, implying 
that by sheer force of historical insight they made the work of predecessors and oppo-
nents obsolete. This, as we have seen, is what Niebuhr did in the foreword to the Römische 
Geschichte; and after that, he wrote a crushing review of Heeren. Ranke’s silence was even 
louder than Niebuhr’s. In the Geschichten, he treats the same period and subject matter as 
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Robertson’s Charles V and Heeren’s Europäisches Staatensystem, and he even begins with 
an introduction that traces the ‘Romanischen und Germanischen Völker’ in the previous 
ten centuries much like Robertson’s long preface traces the origins of feudalism and the 
emergence of the modern state. But Robertson and Heeren are not as much as mentioned; 
Ranke’s appendix “Zur Kritik neuerer Geschichtsschreiber” deals only with Guicciardini, 
Macchiavelli, and other historians from the sixteenth century, that is, contemporaries of 
the events they describe.
In putting forward a particular view of events, negative arguments were as important 
as positive ones. When ignoring your opponents was not an option, a common way of 
arguing was to accuse them of using the wrong sources while at the same time discrediting 
their general perspective from a moral point of view. Grote, in a passage quoted in chapter 
1, distinguished between two kinds of “qualities desirable in an historian […]; those which 
qualify him to trace out and report the facts of the period which he selects; and those 
which qualify him to embody the facts into results, to survey the general characteristics of 
society among the people of whom he treats”.71 One could, of course, criticize shortcomings 
in one of these qualities separately; but generally, like in Grote’s own review of Mitford, a 
judgement of one’s ‘research’ also implied a judgement of one’s ‘philosophy’ and vice versa. 
Moreover, criticism of one’s work on these points was a judgement of one’s personal quali-
ties as well. If the extra level of model-construction made arguing about different versions 
of history more complicated, it also made the disagreement all the more intense.
Still, in the end, all these argumentation strategies culminated in an appeal to facts 
and original sources. Thierry, in Considérations sur l’Histoire de France (1840), gets back to 
the themes he discussed in the Lettres, and comes with a damning judgement of the gen-
eration after 1830:
Dans une science qui a pour objet les faits réels et les témoignages positifs, on a vu s’intro-
duire et dominer des méthodes empruntées à la métaphysique, celle de Vico, par laquelle 
toutes les histoires nationales sont créées à l’image d’une seule, l’histoire romaine, et cette 
méthode venue d’Allemagne qui voit dans chaque fait le signe d’une idée, et dans les cours 
des événements humains une perpétuelle psychomachie.72
While Thierry’s own generation has moved on to ‘la vie politique’ and ‘fonctions pub-
liques’, these newcomers – Thierry does not mention names, but one thinks of Michelet 
and Quinet – have thrown the science of history from its proper course: replacing rules 
and discipline with idealizations and abstractions, they simultaneously distort the facts 
and render themselves incapable of true synthetic judgement. Thierry’s own generation, by 
contrast, had purportedly brought about a ‘révolution scientifique’ through the historical 
study of laws and institutions.73 In particular, Thierry praises Guizot – who was liberal in 
71 Grote, “Institutions of Ancient Greece”, 280
72 Augustin Thierry, Récits des Temps Mérovingiens, précedés de Considérations sur l’Histoire de France 
(Oeuvres VII; Paris: Garnier 1840), 201
73 Ibid., 195
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his views, eclectic in his philosophy, and instigated large source publications – as the man 
whose works had finally opened the door to scientific progress:
Ses travaux sont ainsi devenu le fondement le plus solide, le plus fidèle miroir de la science 
historique moderne […]. Il a ouvert, comme historien de nos veilles institutions, l’ère de 
la science proprement dite; avant lui, Montesquieu seul excepté, il n’y avait eu que des 
systèmes.74
One of Guizot’s deeds, when he had already exchanged history for active politics, had been 
to found a Société de l’Histoire de France that had as its first task “publishing original docu-
ments of French history”, now that Guizot could no longer do this on his own. Unlike the 
compendia of St. Maur, and unlike the Monumenta, these publications were to be “accessi-
ble aux gens du monde”: they had to be in “un format commode et portatif ” (not folios!), 
and texts in Latin and archaic French should be accompanied by translations.75
One could see such source collections as the counterpart of model-constructions, the 
edifice upon which such models were built – or more profanely, as the heavy volumes 
with which to knock down one’s opponents. They were not restricted to Antiquity and the 
Middle Ages. Carlyle, of all people, fiercely slapped Mignet and Thiers round the ears with 
the Histoire Parlementaire de la Révolution Française, the 43-volume compilation of ‘newspa-
pers, pamphlets, Sectionary and Municipal records, Parliamentary Debates’ et al. (1834-38) 
by Buchez and Roux. Reviewing its first 23 volumes in the London and Westminster Review 
(April 1837), Carlyle ruled that of all previous writings and printings about the French 
Revolution, “the weight of which would sink an Indiaman”, there were perhaps only three 
“that can be considered as forwarding essentially a right knowledge of this matter”,76 and 
they were all source collections. Thiers’ 10-volume history is “waste, inorganic” and teeming 
with errors under a “superficial air of order” (p. 234); Mignet’s two volumes “contain much 
more meditation and investigation in them”, but they are also “without life, without colour 
or verdure”, and Mignet’s philosophical reflections are “mortifying”. (p. 235) Other histories 
are not even worth attacking. A much more vivid picture emerges directly from contempo-
rary journals, records, and memoirs; and in this regard the Histoire Parlementaire surpasses 
all previous collections:
Thus, in these curious records of the ‘Histoire Parlementaire’, as in some Ezekiel vision 
become real, does scene after scene disclose itself, now in rose-light, now in sulphurous 
black, and grow ever more fitful, dreamlike. (p. 246)
That could have been a description of Carlyle’s own The French Revolution, which had just 
come off the presses. Carlyle’s style is to remove all distance: he writes as if we are there 
storming the Bastille, watching Robespierre at the Convention, hearing the guillotine snap. 
74 Ibid., 190
75 [Guizot?], “Société pour la publication des documents originaux de l’Histoire de France”, Revue des 
deux Mondes 3:1 (1834), following upon p. 352
76 Thomas Carlyle, [review of ] “Parliamentary History of the French Revolution”, London and Westmin-
ster Review (April 1837), 233-247: 237
330
Mill, who had set Carlyle upon the project and seen the manuscript, reviewed it in the next 
issue of the same journal, and heaped it with convoluted praise. “This is not so much a 
history, as an epic poem; and notwithstanding, or even in consequence of this, the truest of 
histories […] We at once felt, that what had hitherto been mere abstractions, had become 
realities.”77 By that quality, according to Mill, it surpassed even Hume and Gibbon, who 
could not really imagine what it must have been like to be an Anglo-Saxon or a Roman; the 
only work that he finds comparable is Schiller’s play Wallenstein. Apart from celebrating 
the end of the Old Regime, there is not that much of a political theory behind Carlyle’s po-
etic vision: three years before the lectures on Heroes and Hero-Worship, the true hero of The 
French Revolution is the Mob. But while revelling in the Mob’s destructive powers, Carlyle 
also came to the conclusion that it had to be reined in. His next large historical work, in 
1845, was a source publication of Cromwell’s letters and speeches.
Poetic or not, model-construction was a way of articulating political ideas: the con-
structed models were generally models of society, past and present. This was especially so 
in writing the history of the French Revolution.78 Mignet and Thiers were liberals, and so 
they pictured the rise of the bourgeoise as inexorable and saw the Reign of Terror as a pop-
ulist outcrop. Michelet was a republican, and so he pictured the Revolution as the birth of 
the Republic, une et indivisible. Louis Blanc was a leading socialist, and so he became the 
apologist of Robespierre. Quinet, in later years, fell out with Michelet because he came to 
see the Revolution as a failure: it could only have truly broken with the past if it had effect-
ed a change of religion. These differences of opinion were only partly pre-established; they 
also emerged as a result of their work. The fine distinctions between how these authors 
imagined the state, the nation, the people, and the role of political structures were made 
explicit in modelling the past rather than given in advance. 
From Philosophy and Poetry to Professionalism
All in all, the period when the historical imagination was in power lasted only a few dec-
ades. Mommsen, who moved from writing the history of Rome to editing the Corpus In-
scriptionum Latinorum, and who got the Nobel prize for literature in 1902 for his unfinished 
work from fifty years earlier, is a not too tragic example of how puzzle-solving replaced 
historical artistry.79 There is not one definite moment when the degree of specialization 
and the brunt of documentation became too large for grand poetic-philosophical-histori-
cal visions, but the Historische Zeitschrift and the Revue Historique, founded 1859 and 1875, 
and the manuals of Bernheim and of Langlois and Seignobos were not organs for them. In 
77 [Mill], review of Carlyle, The French Revolution, London and Westminster Review ( July 1837), 17-53: 17, 19
78 Cf. Ceri Crossley, French Historians and Romanticism: Thierry, Guizot, The Saint-Simonians, Quinet, 
Michelet (London: Routledge 1993)
79 Cf. Alfred Heuss, Theodor Mommsen und das 19. Jahrhundert (Kiel: Hirt 1956), 96-98, who concludes 
that Mommsen did not complete the Römische Geschichte because his Hegelian idea of history, culmi-
nating in the self-realization of the Roman State, was no longer tenable after mid-century.
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the first issue of the Revue Historique, chief editor Gabriel Monod reproaches all the great 
historians of the previous generation for re-publishing their works unchanged after twenty 
years, for being “des littérateurs avant d’être savants”80 and for letting political and religious 
passions interfere with their work.
L’exemple et le souvenir du XVIIIe s.[iècle] les poussait d’ailleurs aux généralisations pré-
cipitées, et ils s’imaginent qu’une fois la Révolution accomplie et surtout la charte de 1830 
une fois proclamée, le moment était venu d’écrire d’une manière définitive l’histoire géné-
rale de France ou même, comme E. Quinet, de tracer en quelques pages la Philosophie de 
l’Histoire de France.81
Instead, Monod argued, France should follow the German example of research and teach-
ing; but then Monod, in his admiration for the German university system in which he had 
studied, had a somewhat idealized picture of German ‘historical science’ as unphilosophi-
cal and unpolitical.
With its repeated polemical demands for higher factual accuracy, the historicist gen-
eration contributed to its own undoing; and especially in the German case, they trained the 
specialist professionals that succeeded them. During their lifetime, they had to compete 
with now-forgotten bestsellers like John Lingard’s History of England (8 vols., 1819-30) and 
Karl von Rotteck’s Allgemeine Weltgeschichte für alle Stände (4 vols., 1830-34).82 For most 
of the leading French historians, the debacle of 1848 and the rise of Napoleon III meant a 
fall from grace: when Ranke came back to Paris in 1850, he found that Villemain, Mignet, 
Michelet, and Thierry had all moved to cheaper lodgings.83 Also, for much of the 1820s 
and 1830s, the old guard was still around. Pierre Daunou was delivering his Cours d’Études 
historiques at the Collège de France until 1830, and then became Michelet’s direct superior 
at the National Archives, all the while editing the Journal des Savants. Likewise, Arnold 
Heeren edited the Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen as well as the Allgemeine Staatengeschichte 
from the 1820s until his death in 1842. The latter, as a series of independent but comple-
mentary modern histories, has something of both a modernized version of the Universal 
History and an anti-Monumenta. Originally envisioned in 32 volumes, it became an inter-
national undertaking that continued for a century and finally exceeded even the universal 
histories of the 18th century in size.84
To come back to the question raised at the beginning of the previous chapter: is there 
a new style of reasoning behind the writing of ‘new histories’ and the study of ‘new antiquity’ 
80 Gabriel Monod, “Introduction: Du Progrès des Études historiques en France depuis le XVIe siècle”, 
Revue Historique I:1 (1876), 5-39: 29
81 Ibid., 30
82 John Kenyon, The History Men: The historical profession in England since the Renaissance (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicholson 1983), 86-87; Wolfgang Hardtwig, “Einleitung”, in W. Hardtwig & E. 
Schütz (eds.), Geschichte für Leser: Populäre Geschichtsschreibung in Deutschland im 20. Jahrhundert 
(Stuttgart: Steiner 2005), 14
83 Ranke, Briefwerk, 347-348
84 Cf. Dirk Moldenhauer, Geschichte als Ware: der Verleger Friedrich Christoph Perthes (1772-1843) als 
Wegbereiter der modernen Geschichtsschreibung (Köln: Böhlau 2008), 370-418
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in the 19th century? Yes and no. ‘Model-construction’, as described in the previous para-
graph, is indeed a new way of transforming information into knowledge, of arranging and 
evaluating information and drawing conclusions. It can be discerned widely in historical 
works from various countries, in Altertumswissenschaft, and also, I suggest, in histories of 
art and literature, and later cultural and economic histories. As already indicated in chapter 
1, I am not sure whether ‘model-construction’ also should be discerned as a separate type of 
basic operation or whether it should be regarded as an amalgam of conjecture and recon-
struction, or as an advanced form of either. The problem is that, since ‘model-construction’ 
(and even ‘historicism’) is not an actor’s category, it is not unambiguously identifiable: it 
does not have a distinctive form of presentation in 19th-century historical scholarship. To 
the extent that it appeals to the historical imagination, it is not always scrutable or imitable 
either. Therefore, as a matter of definition, it remains problematic to speak of a style of 
reasoning exemplified by ‘historicism as model-construction’, even though there are good 
reasons for doing so.
What is clear, however, matters of definition aside, is that 19th-century ‘historicism’ 
marks far less of a break than 18th-century histoire philosophique. The distinctive features 
of histoire philosophique are much clearer, the differences with previous history writing are 
much larger, the domain of new subjects, new questions, and new candidates for truth-
or-falsehood is much wider; and in important respects, historicism sets forth histoire phi-
losophique. The received wisdom that modern history was born in the 19th century, and that 
its birth was marked by an epistemic break, a new régime d’historicité or Kollektivsingular, 
or the advent of a ‘hermeneutic tradition’ is plainly wrong. If we need a tale of origins, we 
could better say that modern history was born from the spirit of philosophy.
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8. Conclusion
Was there ever a scientific revolution in the humanities? With all the revolutionary rhet-
oric that scholars used around 1800, the question is impossible to avoid. Overseeing how 
different the 19th-century humanities were from the 18th-century science of letters, the 
answer seems yes. But a clear criterion for deciding the issue is lacking. In scholarship, 
you cannot storm the Bastille or the Winter Palace and call it a revolution as you can do 
in politics. Kuhn’s criterion of incommensurability, as I argued in the introduction, does 
not apply to the humanities for lack of clearly defined units and measures. If you look at 
changes in scholarly practice beyond the small circle of those working at the cutting-edge, 
everything seems more gradual; even the success of revolutionary proclamations depends 
on their gradual reception in the wider scholarly world.
As this study shows, there was indeed a series of ruptures and revolutionary events 
in the study of language and history between ca. 1750-1850. Those who subscribe to what I 
call the Standard Account or an alternative version of it will see them as parts of a general 
revolutionary shift. Those who disapprove of the very idea of a scientific revolution will see 
them as somewhat abrupt steps in a broader gradual development, and/or emphasize that 
such shifts took place quite as much before and after the period covered in this study. As 
far as I can judge, the issue is undecidable. The relevant outcome is that what we can do 
to answer this question makes us look at the humanities and their history in a new way.
Ultimately, the question is about how to describe the developments that brought 
forth the modern humanities. Neither a story of linear progress nor one of total shifts in 
world view will do, for without conceptual ruptures, we accumulate more and more of the 
same, and without continuity, we are caught in an eternal cycle from one epistemic break 
to the next paradigm shift. Not raising the question is not an option either because then 
we wilfully limit ourselves to a rather complacent methodological historicism. So we need 
to look not only at what scholars were doing but also at how conceptual change happens. 
This is what I have been trying to do in identifying ‘styles of reasoning’ in the history of 
the humanities, and in pointing out how core concepts are related to ways of transforming 
information into knowledge.
If we look at changes in styles of reasoning, the most important shifts are around 1750 
with the emergence of histoire philosophique, and in the first two decades of the 19th century 
with historical-comparative grammar. In both cases, these shifts coincide with a wider re-
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definition and re-orientation of scholarship; but this link is intrinsic only in the first case. 
Around 1750, we can identify a ‘philosophical turn’ in both the study of history and the 
study of language: antiquarian compendia become vessels for theory formation, universal 
history is re-oriented and schematized, and the ‘origin of language’ debate gives rise to new 
ideas for a ‘science of language’. There is less of a common denominator for developments 
in the study of language and history around 1800, although they all contribute to sub-
sequent discipline formation, and they are all somehow interrelated through the French 
Revolution, the French and Prussian academic reforms, and the Romantic movement. One 
could define them negatively as the end of a compilatory ‘Science of Letters’. Finally, there 
is a third shift: the repositioning and proliferation of historical scholarship from the 1820s 
onwards, described in chapter 7, which is a more diffuse phenomenon as far as theories, 
methods, and ways of transforming information into knowledge are concerned. There is, 
then, a clear timeline to the events described in this study. To summarize them as a revo-
lution in two or three stages, a series of somewhat revolutionary or abrupt developments, 
or a gradual process at different speeds, is just a matter of the relative value attributed to 
particular events.
Some of these developments have an internal logic to them, with reasons and moti-
vating factors that were perceived as such by contemporary actors. This is so for the two 
clearest cases in which a new style of reasoning is introduced, histoire philosophique and 
historical-comparative grammar: both were adumbrated and elaborated by various people 
simultaneously. There is no plausible scenario in which historians in France and England 
would not have started addressing the public and asking political questions in philosophi-
cal terms, or in which scholars around Europe would have stopped gathering language ma-
terial and perceiving family resemblances and sound shift patterns. Likewise, new schools 
of history writing emerged simultaneously in France and Germany in the 1820s-30s, and 
to the extent that they introduced a new style of historical ‘model-construction’, elements 
of that style were also perceptible elsewhere at the same time and in the preceding decades. 
Once you have the question-oriented and conjectural style of histoire philosophique, and 
perceive its shortcomings, historical model-construction is a logical next step.
Equally, there is an internal logic to the process of discipline formation. It already 
took place in the late 18th century, as can be seen from the Göttingen Geschichte der Künste 
und Wissenschaften and the Encyclopédie Méthodique. Segmentation into different fields 
came naturally with the growing number of scholars and the increased amount of available 
information and required background knowledge. The form that these disciplines took 
is more contingent. Art history became a discipline while literary history was divided up 
nationally, and scattered across modern language departments. Altertumswissenschaft was 
the archetype of professionalization in the humanities, but it was also an amalgam peculiar 
to the German situation. Linguistics became a discipline but was often institutionalized 
under the name philology, while philology could also mean other things. On the whole, it 
transpires that institutional denominations are often locally contingent, varying according 
to pre-existing structures, the relative success of one term for a field of studies in relation 
to others, and the language from which the name derives or in which it is first coined. A 
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number of observations can be drawn from this. The first is the rule of thumb that some-
thing is a discipline if there is a handbook for it. The second, in line with the first, is that 
discipline formation often started with handbooks rather than with institutes: the Göt-
tingen Geschichte is a salient example. The third is that professionalization and discipline 
formation are sometimes at odds, because professionalism involves expert judgement and 
research interests that show little respect for disciplinary demarcations.
The institutional format within which discipline formation took place was more con-
tingent, and far from obvious to contemporary observers. This is what chapter 4 has shown 
by comparing the French and Prussian academic reforms. Political circumstances could 
hardly have been less favourable to the idea of a university and the German university 
system than they were around 1800: universities perished by the dozens. The French re-
forms were much more far-reaching and took place at the centre of the learned world; the 
Prussian reforms were not even meant to promote discipline formation, even though they 
did. As it turned out, the concentration of scholarship at institutes of higher education 
equipped with libraries proved to be an efficient way to cope with the growth of knowl-
edge and to assure its transmission; the fact that at least some German universities already 
functioned as centres of research in the late 18th century gave German scholars a head start 
in this development. Still, once you think of it, preserving a medieval guild-like structure as 
the basis of knowledge production in the modern world is a somewhat quaint idea.
The most contingent outcome of all are ‘the humanities’. This can already be glossed 
from the different meanings of humanities, sciences humaines, Geisteswissenschaften. No au-
thor discussed in this study had – or plausibly could have had – the ambition to contribute 
to the making of the modern humanities. They were rather arguing for the ‘philosophi-
cal’ study of humane subjects in the late 18th century, or pressing a particular conception 
of history or philology in the early 19th. In Germany, the need to define and defend the 
Geisteswissenschaften as such arose in the mid-19th century as a result of the rise of the 
natural sciences within the philosophical faculty, and still later it became the subject of a 
philosophical debate within Neokantianism. ‘Humanities’ in the Anglo-Saxon world has 
partly been redefined, from the late 19th century onward, as a loan translation of Geisteswis-
senschaften, but only partly so: under a more traditional, literary/arts-oriented reading of 
‘humanities’, or a more positivistic conception of history or linguistics, both history and 
linguistics can be classified as ‘human/social sciences’, as they generally are in France.
And so we get back to where we started in the introduction: with the question how 
we ended up with what we now call the humanities. For a critical evaluation of their cur-
rent predicament, or more personally: for an understanding of what those (we) who work 
in the humanities are doing, it makes more sense to hold on to that question rather than 
to mount yet another defence of the humanities. The humanities are an explanandum, not 
a historical given.
What, then, has this study shown?
On the whole, it has been an attempt to bring the history of the humanities, a young 
discipline, to its philosophical stage: to provide a theoretical basis for, and to draw the-
oretical implications from, the comparative cross-disciplinary study of how the modern 
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humanities took shape. The results are ‘philosophical’ not just in the sense that a set of con-
cepts from the philosophy of science is rethought in being introduced into the domain of 
the humanities. Showing the many faces and uses of ‘philosophy’ in 18th and early 19th-cen-
tury scholarship is also a contribution to the history of philosophy. Analyzing scholarly 
reasoning is also a way of re-thinking the structure of reason, and looking at the role of 
core concepts within scholarly reasoning is also a reflection on meaning as such.
The first thing this study has shown is the variety of ways in which information was 
transformed into knowledge in the humanities. One of the clearest outcomes is that the 
epistemic jargon of scholarship in the Sattelzeit was replete with notions that one would 
sooner associate with the natural sciences – observation, data, investigation, conjecture, 
hypothesis, laws, classification, proof – as well as with revolutionary rhetoric that stressed 
the scientific nature of one’s enterprise, sought to establish new fields of study, and/or put 
down one’s predecessors. That in itself makes it worthwhile to bring the philosophy of sci-
ence to bear upon the history of the humanities, and to speak of it in terms of paradigms, 
research programmes, styles of reasoning, and even falsificationism.
Second, the result of this is study a map of continuities and ruptures in the humani-
ties around 1800. It is not a complete overview, but it covers the main fault lines. Moreover, 
it is a map to which future research can add more detail or more segments. Some topics 
only treated cursorily in this study – 18th-century classical philology, or the emergence of 
art history, or the relation between theology and the humanities – deserve a fuller and 
more detailed treatment than they receive in the extant literature. The advantage of having 
such a map of continuities and ruptures, informed by a broader understanding of changes 
in scholarly reasoning, is that individual cases, and developments in a particular field of 
study, become more meaningful as objects of study than they are in isolation. 
Third, what emerges is an image of scholarly reasoning as a compound: a compound 
of different argumentative and rhetorical strategies, combining and varying upon the mod-
els and examples set by previous texts, operating with functionally vague concepts and too 
much or too little information. ‘Styles of reasoning’, even at the basic level, should be seen as 
part of this compound, rather than as its underlying structure; they are ways of imposing 
order upon it, but what they order is not undifferentiated raw material. Rather, it is turtles 
all the way down: most of the material has been compiled, compared, and classified before, 
in a different style. This is what I called, in chapter 5, the Gleichzeitigkeit des Unzeitgleichen 
inherent in any scholarly text that draws upon earlier material. Thus, transforming infor-
mation into knowledge also involves cutting paper trails and mopping up. It is particularly 
in this sense that studying styles of reasoning is a way of describing conceptual change 
while allowing for both continuities and ruptures.
Fourth, in treating history, language, art, literature, and antiquity as objects of study, 
scholars not only redefine them, but also transform them. Language in a polyglot com-
pendium is different from language in grammaire générale, or language in historical-com-
parative grammar. History in a chronicle is not the same as history in a stadial model of 
development, or history as an imagined reconstructed past ‘as it truly was’. Antiquity as 
documented in the Description de l’Égypte is a different beast from antiquity in Caylus’s 
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Recueil des Antiquités. Most saliently, literature in historia literaria is not literature in mod-
ern histories of literature. There is a limit to how malleable these objects of study are: 
scholarly reasoning is not free-spinning. Nobody ever used Bishop Wilkins’ philosophical 
language, and German kids never learned German from Grimm’s Deutsche Grammatik. 
Still, these objects of study are not natural kinds either. The past may not change depend-
ing on how you study it, but history does.
Fifth, what saves us from conceptual relativism is the fundamentally underdeter-
mined nature of container concepts such as history, language, art, literature, and antiquity. 
Understanding how these terms acquire meaning within scholarly reasoning is not to re-
gard them merely as theoretical constructs but to look at the relation between theory and 
scholarly practice; they are also the names of masses of accumulated material. Different 
usages and definitions of ‘language’, ‘history’ etc.  should be studied in relation to how the 
past is turned into historical material, language into language material. In this process, 
there are indeed ruptures: compilations are rendered obsolete, languages are redescribed 
with the help of phonetic alphabets and grammatical comparisons, ancient monuments are 
reproduced in standardized line drawings and schematic sections, the progeny of medieval 
manuscripts is laid out in stemmatic trees. Conceptual change is not reducible to these 
processes, but they do form the material basis for statements about language, history, art, 
literature, and antiquity as an object of study, the conditions of possibility under which 
such statements can be candidates for truth-or-falsehood. Conversely, the use of such con-
tainer concepts is necessary to bring observations about this material to a more general lev-
el, to compare linguistic structures or to analyse historical developments. In the end, they 
are not just words for what you have at hand but also for what you are aspiring to describe.
Sixth, a similar analysis applies, a fortiori, to ideologically laden terms like erudition, 
culture, civilization, Enlightenment, Romanticism, Bildung, or indeed Idéologie. All were 
introduced to describe both a complex phenomenon and an ideal to aspire to. All were 
used within specific research programmes, styles of reasoning, or scholarly cultures. ‘Eru-
dition’ is bound up with compilation, critique, and the study of letters. ‘Civilization’ gets 
its substance from histoire philosophique. ‘Culture’ as an object of study emerges from a 
fusion of histoire philosophique and antiquarianism. Bildung is erudition individualized and 
verwissenschaftlicht, with a special role for Altertumswissenschaft. Even ‘reason’ itself, or ‘ra-
tionality’, is both an ideal aspired to and a complex phenomenon described differently in 
grammaire générale and Idéologie, in critical philosophy and German Idealism, or in Mill’s 
System of Logic. 
All this, in turn, has or should have implications for how the history of the human-
ities is written and how we think about the humanities. Two of the more practical impli-
cations will strike those working in the history of scholarship as obvious, and they have 
indeed already been drawn; but it still makes sense stressing them, for they should be 
drawn more generally. Two of the more theoretical implications I draw, however, are bound 
to be controversial. 
The most obvious practical implication is an attention to how knowledge is stored, 
and to compendia in particular. This is something historians of scholarship have already 
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learned from Anthony Grafton, and could have learned from a range of German scholars 
working on early modern Wissensmanagement and historia literaria. The current literature 
on ‘epistemic virtues’ in the humanities, though drawing its inspiration from Daston and 
Galison’s Objectivity, has not yet learned that lesson from their treatment of scientific at-
lases as historical sources in their own right. Compendia are not merely illustrations of 
how information is arranged and presented, they also reflect the state of knowledge at a 
particular point, the knowledge base that scholars were working from. The more general 
point to be made here is that there is a limit to that, not just a material limit to what indi-
vidual people can know and how much fits in a book, but also to how far knowledge can 
be stored. As Bruno Latour once said, facts require upkeep. Even after De Re Diplomatica, 
you still need to read medieval charters in order to know what they say, and the skill of 
reading them is not conferred by simply consulting Mabillon. However, there is also a limit 
to tacit knowledge. Often, scholars had little else to go on than books, and drew on com-
pendia rather than on original texts, especially in the much more fragmented knowledge 
community before 1800. The challenge, then, is determining how much a scholar could (be 
expected to) know, extrapolating from the contents of compendia to what we know or can 
infer about how they were put together and how they were used.
A hardly less obvious practical implication is the need for a cross-disciplinary, or 
even post-disciplinary history of knowledge. This is something historians of early modern 
scholarship are already doing, for the sheer fluidity or lack of disciplinary boundaries in 
the early modern period. But since 1800 also marks a cultural divide between historians 
working on the periods before and after, that insight hasn’t much crossed the post-1800 
boundary; especially the history of linguistics is still very much a disciplinary history, writ-
ten by linguists and focused on linguistic issues. Now it is a truism that the history of 
scholarship requires background disciplinary knowledge: in some respects you need to 
know better than your dramatis personae in order to understand what they are doing or 
trying to do. But the disciplinary perspective is not only a limited historical perspective, 
it also serves a limited interest, and if it does not take into account how ideas and models 
migrate from one field of learning to the other, it is bound to get some important things 
wrong. What the study of styles of reasoning and intertextual patterns shows is precisely 
this kind of migration. 
This, in turn, implies a fundamental critique of the contextualism and methodological 
historicism now prevalent in the history of scholarship and in intellectual history more 
generally. The argument is simple: if an idea or concept cannot be taken out of context, it is 
a hollow idea or concept. Being transmissible is the very point of words, and while contem-
poraries were probably in a better position to grasp what ideas or concepts certain state-
ments or expressions were meant to convey, there is no underlying deep structure which 
gives those words deeper meaning. ‘Context’ is a weak explanatory notion, for it is a notion 
that covers everything – or at any rate potentially more factors than historical actors them-
selves could have taken into account or overseen. Even if we restrict the ‘context’ to what an 
actor can have possibly known or encountered – the only meaningful way in which we can 
restrict its domain – it is still a heterogenic domain covering several pasts and an infinite 
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number of potential contextual factors. Producing a cogently argued account of the past 
implies abstracting away from the bulk of this, and extrapolating from the remainder. In 
other words, understanding is always a kind of decontextualization. For the sake of histor-
ical understanding, and for the sake of building our own arguments, we have to realize the 
limits of specific contexts and categories, and to be wilfully anachronistic at times.
As a matter of historical accuracy, on the other hand, we have to reject an idea of the 
humanities as characterized by ‘hermeneutics’, and the foundational myth of a ‘hermeneu-
tic tradition’ emanating from Schleiermacher. One could tell a similar story about Schleier-
macher and hermeneutics as I have told about Vico in chapter 3. Schleiermacher only be-
came the founder of a verstehende Methode in the humanities when Wilhelm Dilthey made 
him the patron saint of it in consecutive works of 1870-1910; and even Dilthey does not give 
a central role to ‘hermeneutics’ or to Schleiermacher’s posthumously published lectures 
on hermeneutics. It was only with Joachim Wach’s Das Verstehen (1926-33) that historical 
interpretation in general, at least as practiced in 19th-century Germany, was labelled as 
‘hermeneutic’. It is not a matter of contention that Schleiermacher’s lectures contain gen-
uine insight, or that Schleiermacher was a central figure in the intellectual climate of early 
19th-century Berlin; but he gave his contemporaries other things to discuss, particularly his 
views on religion, or else his university plan, his Plato translation, or his ongoing cold war 
with Hegel. Although he was definitely stretching up the meaning of ‘hermeneutics’, calling 
it a ‘philosophical art’, he could not possibly have had the ambition to supply a foundation 
for the humanities; he was offering an introduction to explaining Biblical passages. It was 
in that restricted sense that ‘hermeneutics’ was an actor’s category for contemporary theo-
logians – and, mutatis mutandis, for legal scholars and philologists. There is no reason why 
this ‘hermeneutic’ approach would not be suitable to other kinds of source material; but it 
is not the equivalent of source criticism, and it cannot replace the greater part of scholar-
ly reasoning going beyond individual sources. Also, treating the explanation of venerable 
ancient, legal, and holy texts as a pars pro toto of scholarly reasoning implies a deferential 
attitude towards the past bordering on fetishism.
What comes in its stead? It will be obvious from chapters 3 and 7 that my sympathies 
lie more with histoire philosophique than with hermeneutics or historicism. That in itself is 
not an argument for adopting it as a model for the humanities in the present, though there 
is one aspect of it – question-oriented study of the past – that has been quietly internal-
ized in all historical disciplines. There is a strong interrelation between historical analysis 
and philosophical reflection in the history and philosophy of science, and that is what I 
would want to see in the history and philosophy of the humanities as well; but that is not 
a model for the humanities in general. There are other interfaces between philosophy and 
the humanities in theoretical linguistics and in literary theory, and art criticism and literary 
criticism, if they go to some depth, have or should have both a historical and a philosophi-
cal component. All these disparate forms of theorizing are different from the early modern 
conceptions of philosophy that informed histoire philosophique, and it would be supererog-
atory to demand that all scholars in the humanities engage in them one way or the other. 
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Histoire philosophique, after all, could not become normal science in the 18th century either. 
But the analogy is still worth exploring further.
Most work in the humanities, now as well as in the past, has been what we could 
call ‘curatorial’: explaining, documenting, and preserving various kinds of cultural material. 
The range of cultural material has expanded much over the centuries: under the humanist 
practice of ‘humanities’, it was mainly classical texts; in the period covered in this study, it 
included or came to include medieval manuscripts, old coins, dead and exotic languages, 
works of art, literature in the vernacular, papyri, clay tablets, and more. This hoard only 
grows bigger over time, through the further accumulation of cultural material and the fur-
ther expansion of the domain of study. D’Alembert already noted that in the Encyclopédie 
article Érudition: “plus le monde vieillit, plus la matiere de l'érudition augmente, & plus 
par conséquent il doit y avoir d’érudits; comme il doit y avoir plus de fortunes lorsqu’il y 
a plus d’argent.”1 Since this cultural material is generally not self-explanatory, you need 
experts to make it accessible. There is nothing manifestly ‘philosophical’ about this cura-
torial work, but it is important to understand the exercise of this expertise as a process of 
giving reasons and drawing inferences, to some extent proceduralized, but also requiring 
motivation.
Only a part of that curatorial work goes on at cultural storehouses, such as libraries, 
museums, and archives. A greater part goes on in teaching – and most of that, not in 
teaching future scholars, but in training teachers and civil servants. What is being taught at 
humanities departments, through the explanation of more or less arcane cultural material, 
is still how to read, write, and build an argument – the old trivium infused with profes-
sional expertise. As long as our society still needs this skill, and as long as it still feels the 
need to preserve Tolmec pottery, punk paraphernalia, Flemish masters, and Aboriginal 
folklore, we need not be apocalyptic about the current predicament of the humanities. And 
by carrying out this curatorial role, the humanities still carry on the pursuit of erudition, in 
a somewhat more scientific guise.
But explaining, documenting, and preserving is not enough. The objections raised 
against the pursuit of erudition by early modern critics like d’Alembert still hold. The 
accumulation of cultural material and knowledge about it is endless, and the more it in-
creases, the harder it becomes to motivate why we would want still more. We are caught in 
a cycle of diminishing returns, the more so because each new style of reasoning establishes 
itself by making part of what has been previously accumulated as knowledge redundant, 
and subjecting whole bodies of knowledge to revision, giving rise to new – larger, more 
detailed, differently organized – accumulations. The arguments by which we motivate the 
pursuit of learning, and the notions which stand for clusters of such arguments, grow re-
petitive and then hollow. A sense of crisis has been haunting the humanities, and before 
that the study of letters, at least since 1637, and it will not go away anytime soon. It is a 
condition that scholars have learned to live with, and which they have even embraced.
1 Jean le Rond d’Alembert, Érudition, Encylopédie Vol. V (1755), 914-918: 915
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The challenge, then, is not to take away this permanently lingering sense of crisis 
but to embrace this condition in a less fatalistic way. The way to do this, I would argue, 
is to view scholarship in the humanities as a way of bringing forth new ideas and giving 
new reasons. In this limited sense, the humanities indeed have to be seen as inherently 
philosophical, or rather continuous with philosophy. Such a rapprochement is all the more 
opportune because philosophy, ever after its emancipation as a discipline and the waning 
of German Idealism, has been haunted by its own ongoing sense of crisis. Nobody still 
believes that the exercise of pure reason can provide the foundations of all knowledge. This 
has not prevented philosophers from reflecting on fundamental issues, but it does imply 
that philosophy cannot be self-generating: its issues and insights derive from somewhere. 
There is only a limited value in thought experiments, conceptual analysis, and further ex-
egesis or unravelling of the philosophical tradition as independent activities, disconnected 
from the wider pursuit of knowledge. This study has shown how ‘philosophy’ meant and 
was different things in the past, and how language, history, nature, and many others things 
were studied ‘philosophically’. That example could be a source of inspiration for new direc-
tions in both philosophy and the humanities, but it is no cause for nostalgia. It shows that 
philosophy and the humanities are not natural kinds. If they were different things in the 
past, they can also be different things in the future.
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Summary
This study offers an analysis of the transformations in the study of language and history in 
the period from the middle of the 18th to the middle of the 19th century – transformations 
that shaped what we now call ‘the humanities’. That analysis compares developments in 
the German, French, and English language areas, with occasional glimpses to develop-
ments elsewhere in Europe, and a significant role for the study of the non-Western world 
as a crucial element of these transformations. The main source material consists of late 
18th-century and early 19th-century compendia, critiques, and programmatic texts: com-
pendia as indications of the state and organization of knowledge, critiques as examples of 
how fact-checking was done and what counted as good, bad, or pseudo-scholarship, and 
programmatic texts as evaluations of the state of knowledge and sources of revolutionary 
rhetoric.
Was there a scientific revolution in the humanities around 1800? That question is cen-
tral to both the historical and the theoretical part of my thesis. I argue that there is no clear 
yes-or-no answer, but we still need a comparative long-term perspective to make sense of 
the history of knowledge. Such a perspective is provided by looking at scholarship as a 
variety of ways of ‘transforming information into knowledge’, and historically investigating 
how these ways change. Theoretically, then, the main contribution of this study is a frame-
work for studying how various kinds of information are gathered, arranged, presented in a 
certain format as something that could count as knowledge, and scrutinized. Historically, 
the most important contribution is an overview and critical assessment of the main devel-
opments between ca. 1750-1850 in the fields of study that we now call the humanities, with 
the aid of this theoretical framework. 
The theoretical framework, laid out in chapter one, has four main categories: styles of 
reasoning, forms of presentation, ways of criticism, and types of intertextuality. These relate to, 
respectively: the ways in which information is arranged in order to build an argument or 
narrative, to distil new information out of it; the visual and rhetorical presentation of this 
as something that is, in Ian Hacking’s phrase, a ‘candidate for truth-or-falsehood’; the ways 
in which the sources and the outcomes are assessed and put to scrutiny; and the elements 
of earlier texts from which a text is put together. These categories are complementary and 
overlapping: the arrangement of information makes use of earlier material and often has a 
visual and/or rhetorical aspect.
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‘Styles of reasoning’, a term adapted from Hacking, Historical Ontology (2002), are 
the central category. By analysing how a text or argument is built up, I also show how 
scholarly reasoning itself is structured. On the basic level, a style of reasoning consists of 
combinations of elementary operations: compilation, comparison, critique, classification, 
identification of principles, conjecture, and reconstruction. On an intermediate level, these 
operations coalesce into orderings, visual representations (tables, diagrams, schematic re-
productions), and core concepts. That is, they coalesce into particular forms of presenta-
tion by which styles of reasoning are recognizable, through which results and conclusions 
are formulated, and which are also characteristic of particular genres and disciplines. Fi-
nally, these basic operations and these mesolevel orderings, concepts, and representations 
need to be integrated into texts (essays, treatises, histories, compendia) that can be read 
and judged. They are, so to speak, the bricks, beams, doors, and windows of a larger edifice. 
In this regard, styles of reasoning are comparable to styles of architecture: elements of 
different styles can be combined or re-used.
In chapter 2, I investigate to what extent one can speak of ‘normal science’ – that is, a 
scholarly practice with shared standards and recognized problems, in which one can distin-
guish between good, bad, and fake scholarship – in the 18th-century study of language and 
history. I do so by mapping four genres: historia literaria, antiquarian compendia, universal 
history, and grammaire générale, as well as the ‘origin of language’ debate in the second half 
of the century. Historia literaria, or the bibliographic ‘history of learning’, is both a primary 
and a secondary source in this regard: it is representative of an early modern compilatory 
style of reasoning and also provides an overview of early modern scholarly production as a 
whole. In particular, comparing two overviews of historical literature shows that there was 
a gap between the classical ideals and standards for what history should be and the prac-
tice of compilation embodied and described in these overviews. One can see this practice 
of compilation as a kind of ‘normal science’, but one that is ridden by tensions. Tracing the 
debates in antiquarianism, universal history, and the study of language shows that there is 
a ‘philosophical turn’ in all these fields shortly after 1750: antiquarianism starts classifying 
stages of historical development, universal history goes global and starts reflecting about 
historical causes and relations, and grammaire générale blends with classical philology and 
antiquarianism, ethnographic information and wild speculation in the origin of language 
debate.
The greatest rupture in mid-18th-century scholarship, discussed in chapter 3, is the 
rise of histoire philosophique. Represented in its first phase by Montesquieu’s l’Esprit des 
Lois (1748) and Voltaire’s Essai sur les Mœurs (1756-57), it introduced a new style of reason-
ing of which the main characteristic is that it was question-oriented: histoire philosophique 
was concerned with identifying historical causes and principles, it introduced new kinds of 
subject matter to that purpose, and it was often cast in the form of Inquiries, Essays, Re­
cherches, Ideen, Betrachtungen. It took two distinct forms, for which Montesquieu and Vol-
taire were the respective models: a schematic macro-historical investigation, later known 
as conjectural history, with questions as chapter headings and taxonomies of different sys-
tems or stages as a key feature; and a more classically narrative format infused or inter-
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spersed with such investigations. Starting from these two models, this chapter traces four 
paper trails. First, it maps how the further development of the genre in Britain by Hume, 
Robertson, and Gibbon was surrounded by discussions about the standards (classical or 
modern) of proper history writing. Second, it compares two polemics regarding ‘Oriental 
despotism’ and racial classification as case studies in the philosophical-historical inclusion 
of the non-Western world. Third, it investigates to what extent histoire philosophique had a 
German counterpart in the work of figures like Winckelmann, Herder, and Heeren. Final-
ly, it traces the afterlife of histoire philosophique in the 19th century, connecting this chapter 
to chapter 7.
Chapter 4 describes the changing definition and position of philosophy, and the 
formulation of new ideals of learning, in relation to the French and Prussian academic 
reforms of 1794-1810. In the 18th century, ‘philosophy’ could mean different things: a curric-
ulum that included logic, ethics, metaphysics, and physics; an encyclopaedic project that 
encompassed all the sciences; a category of sciences in the Baconian scheme of knowledge, 
pertaining to reason rather than observation; freethinking as embodied by the parti philo­
sophique. Kant’s critical philosophy was a major factor in changing that. It emancipated 
philosophy as a discipline, but it also turned philosophy into a discipline among others, 
in spite of the much larger ambitions of German Idealist philosophers following in his 
footsteps. 
The redefinition and repositioning of philosophy coincided with a redefinition of 
knowledge more broadly, apparent in the academic reforms of the last decade of the 18th 
and the first decade of the 19th century. Of these, the French revolutionary reforms of 1794-
95, laid down in the Loi Daunou, were the most far-reaching, rendering the universities 
obsolete and replacing them with discipline-specific écoles spéciales. Behind these reforms 
was a philosophical agenda in which all knowledge was rooted in Idéologie or the ‘science 
of ideas’. As an element of the curriculum, however, Idéologie failed to materialize. After 
1800, Napoleon sidetracked the Idéologues and imposed a new system in which all higher 
education became part of the Université Impériale (1808). The Prussian academic reforms 
of 1809-10, while less far-reaching, unintentionally spurred discipline formation by putting 
the humanities and sciences at an equal institutional level with law, medicine, and theology 
(the former ‘higher’ faculties), as domains in which one could obtain a doctorate. Thus, 
these reforms reinforced an already existing tendency towards specialization and concen-
tration of scholarship at universities, and by attracting scholars who were discipline-build-
ers, they paradoxically undermined the ideals of a broad, neohumanist Bildung and the 
‘unity of the sciences’ at the basis of these very reforms.
The clearest example of a new discipline to emerge in the early 19th-century human-
ities was linguistics. It became a field with handbooks, chairs, and professional standards, 
though it remained a small-scale affair. The style of reasoning that characterized this new 
field of studies was historical-comparative: a way of identifying language relatedness, 
tracking the evolution and descent of languages, and making reconstructions on the basis 
of grammatical similarities and sound shift laws. Not all linguistics was historical-com-
parative; it was rather the metamethod that integrated various domains of language study, 
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and that was also applied in the philological study of literary texts. Chapter 5 describes the 
various stages through which this method took shape: the massive growth of information 
about non-Western languages from the 1770s onward, the formulation of ‘vergleichende 
Grammatik’ and the identification of an ‘Indo-European’ language family in relation to the 
study of Sanskrit, the elaboration of comparative grammars of the Germanic and Romanic 
languages, and the application of this method to non-Indo-European languages.
Chapter 6 describes how ‘literature’ and ‘antiquity’ were redefined in the first half of 
the 19th century. In the Early Modern period, the term ‘literature’ (as in historia literaria) 
had encompassed learning at large; in the new histories of literature that were written in 
the beginning of the 19th century, it was primarily literature as an art form: poetry, fiction, 
theatre. Moreover, it was an art form that had a history, and that could be read – in some 
periods, at least – as a pars pro toto of the national character. As chapter 5 showed, the 
early phases of national/vernacular literature also became part of a new kind of philology, 
independent from classical philology and informed by historical-comparative grammar. 
Antiquity underwent a different change in the early 19th century. Ancient Egypt was 
documented on an unprecedented scale in the Description de l’Égypte (1809-28) and subse-
quent compendia; ancient Mesopotamia was literally unearthed from the 1840s onward. 
The decipherment of hieroglyph and cuneiform writing systems made accessible a new 
range of historical source material, taking recorded history back two millennia further. 
Still, it was a fragmented historical record, and the philological skills needed to decipher 
it were scarce; the study of this ‘new antiquity’ remained a matter of specialist papers and 
encyclopaedic compendia rather than historical monographs.
Could one also speak of a new historical style of reasoning in the early 19th century? 
In the final chapter, I offer a re-interpretation of ‘historicism’ by looking for a common 
denominator for what French, German, and (to a lesser extent) British historians were 
doing between 1820-1848. What can be found in all historiographical debates are an in-
sistence on original sources, appeals to the historical imagination, and avowed avoidance 
of anachronism; but these three traits do not yet make a historical argument or narrative. 
They do, however, accompany a style of writing history which makes surprisingly little use 
of footnotes and references, and which rather attempts to construct a model of the past 
in order to explain the historical sources instead of directly reproducing them. With some 
conscious anachronism, one could call this ‘model-construction’. One direct example for 
this style was the iconoclastic approach to classical sources in German Altertumswissen­
schaft; but it was also indebted to the question-oriented approach of histoire philosophique, 
and a critical response to its generalizing tendencies.
The virtue of this analysis of styles of reasoning is that it accounts for both continui-
ties and ruptures: there can be dramatic changes in one style of reasoning and continuity in 
another. What emerges is an image of scholarly reasoning as a compound: a compound of 
different argumentative and rhetorical strategies, combining and varying upon the models 
and examples set by previous texts, operating with functionally vague concepts and too 
much or too little information. Styles of reasoning should be seen as part of this com-
pound, rather than as its underlying structure; they are ways of imposing order upon it, but 
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what they order is not undifferentiated raw material. Rather, it is turtles all the way down: 
most of the material has been compiled, compared, and classified before.
All this has several implications for how we see the history of the humanities, and 
for how we see the humanities themselves. First, we should look beyond the histories of 
individual disciplines, and treat the history of how language and history were studied as 
part of the history of knowledge. Second, the comparative long-term perspective implies 
a critique of the new historicism now prevalent in the history of science, and of the con-
textualism that dominates intellectual history. Third, in this perspective, ‘hermeneutics’ is 
a relatively marginal phenomenon, a specific subsection of theology and philology that can 
certainly not be a model for the humanities at large. Finally, this study can be read as a plea 
for a philosophical approach to the history of the humanities, comparable with, and as an 
integral part of, the history and philosophy of science.
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Samenvatting
In dit proefschrift analyseer ik de veranderingen in de studie van taal en geschiedenis in 
de periode van het midden van de 18e tot het midden van de 19e eeuw – veranderingen 
die vorm gaven aan wat we nu de ‘geesteswetenschappen’ noemen. In deze analyse worden 
ontwikkelingen in het Duitse, Franse, en Engelse taalgebied met elkaar vergeleken, met 
sporadische aandacht voor ontwikkelingen elders in Europa, en een significante rol voor de 
bestudering van de niet-Westerse wereld als cruciaal element in deze veranderingen. Het 
belangrijkste bronnenmateriaal bestaat uit compendia, kritieken, en programmatische tek-
sten: compendia als indicaties van de stand en ordening van kennis, kritieken als voorbeel-
den van hoe feiten werden gecontroleerd en van wat gold als goede of slechte wetenschap 
(of helemaal niet als wetenschap), en programmatische teksten als evaluaties van de staat 
van kennis en als bronnen van revolutionaire retoriek.
Was er een wetenschappelijke revolutie in de geesteswetenschappen omstreeks 1800? 
Die vraag staat centraal in zowel het theoretische als het historische deel van mijn proef-
schrift. Ik betoog dat er geen eenduidig ja-of-nee-antwoord is, maar dat we desondanks 
een vergelijkend langetermijnperspectief nodig hebben in de wetenschapsgeschiedenis. 
Zo’n perspectief bied ik door naar de humaniora te kijken als een aantal manieren waarop 
‘informatie in kennis wordt omgezet’, en door historisch te onderzoeken hoe die manie-
ren veranderen. Vanuit theoretisch standpunt is de belangrijkste bijdrage van deze studie 
een raamwerk om te bestuderen hoe verschillende soorten informatie worden verzameld, 
geordend, gepresenteerd als iets wat als kennis zou kunnen gelden, en aan kritiek onder-
worpen. Vanuit historisch standpunt is de belangrijkste bijdrage een overzicht en kritische 
beoordeling van de belangrijkste ontwikkelingen tussen ca. 1750-1850 in de verschillende 
takken van wat we nu de geesteswetenschappen noemen, met behulp van dit theoretische 
raamwerk. 
Vier begrippen staan centraal in het theoretische raamwerk: stijlen van redeneren, vor­
men van presentatie, manieren van kritiek en typen van intertekstualiteit. Deze begrippen 
staan respectievelijk voor de manieren waarop informatie wordt geordend om een argu-
ment of narratief op te bouwen; de visuele en retorische presentatie hiervan als iets dat, in 
de woorden van Ian Hacking, een ‘kandidaat voor waarheid-of-onwaarheid’ is; de manie-
ren waarop de bronnen en de uitkomsten worden beoordeeld en getoetst; en de elementen 
van eerdere teksten waaruit een tekst is samengesteld. Deze categorieën zijn complemen-
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tair en overlappen: in het ordenen van informatie wordt eerder materiaal hergebruikt, en 
deze ordening heeft meestal een visueel en/of retorisch aspect.
‘Stijlen van redeneren’ zijn in dit raamwerk het centrale begrip, eveneens ontleend aan 
Hacking, Historical Ontology (2002). Ik gebruik dit begrip om te ontleden hoe een tekst 
of betoog is opgebouwd, en aan de hand daarvan te tonen hoe het redeneren zelf gestruc-
tureerd is. Op een elementair niveau bestaan stijlen van redeneren uit combinaties van 
bewerkingen: compilatie, vergelijking, classificatie, principes identificeren, hypotheses for-
muleren, reconstructie. Op een volgend niveau resulteren deze bewerkingen in ordeningen, 
visuele representaties (tabellen, diagrammen, schematische afbeeldingen) en kernbegrip-
pen. Dit zijn de vormen van presentatie waaraan men stijlen van redeneren kan herkennen, 
die worden gebruikt om conclusies en resultaten te formuleren, en die kenmerkend zijn 
voor bepaalde genres en disciplines. Deze ordeningen, representaties en begrippen, en de 
bewerkingen die eraan ten grondslag liggen, moeten op hun beurt worden geïntegreerd 
in teksten (essays, verhandelingen, geschiedenissen, compendia) die kunnen worden gele-
zen en beoordeeld; ze zijn, zogezegd, de stenen, balken, deuren en ramen van een groter 
gebouw. In die zin kun je stijlen van redeneren met bouwstijlen vergelijken: elementen uit 
verschillende stijlen kunnen worden gecombineerd en hergebruikt.
Hoofdstuk 2 onderzoekt in hoeverre er in de 18e-eeuwse taal- en geschiedkunde spra-
ke is van ‘normal science’ – dat wil zeggen, van een geleerde praktijk met gedeelde standaar-
den en erkende problemen, waarin een onderscheid te maken valt tussen goede, slechte, en 
pseudo-wetenschap. Hiervoor breng ik vier genres in kaart – historia literaria, antiquari-
sche compendia, universele geschiedenis, en grammaire générale – alsook het debat over de 
oorsprong van talen in de tweede helft van de 18e eeuw. Historia literaria, de bibliografische 
‘geschiedenis van de geleerdheid’, is daarbij zowel een primaire als een secundaire bron: het 
is representatief voor een compilatorische manier van redeneren en biedt tegelijk een over-
zicht van de totale geleerde productie. De vergelijking van twee overzichten van historische 
literatuur binnen dit genre laat zien dat er een kloof bestond tussen de klassieke idealen 
en standaarden voor wat geschiedschrijving zou moeten zijn en de praktijk van compilatie 
die deze overzichten belichamen en beschrijven. Je zou dit compileren kunnen zien als een 
vorm van ‘normal science’, maar dan wel een die vol zit met spanningen. De rest van het 
hoofdstuk laat zien hoe er kort na 1750 een ‘filosofische wending’ plaatsvindt in zowel het 
genre universele geschiedenis als in de bestudering van talen en oudheden. Antiquaren be-
ginnen stadia van historische ontwikkeling te onderscheiden, universele geschiedenis kijkt 
ook naar de niet-Westerse wereld en reflecteert over historische oorzaken en verbanden, en 
grammaire générale vermengt zich in het debat over de oorsprong van talen met klassieke 
filologie en antiquarianisme, etnografische informatie en wilde speculatie.
De grootste vernieuwing in deze periode is de opkomst van histoire philosophique, het 
genre dat centraal staat in hoofdstuk 3. Met Montesquieu’s De l’Esprit des Lois (1748) en 
Voltaire’s Essai sur les Mœurs (1756-57) werd een nieuwe stijl van vraaggericht redeneren 
in de geschiedschrijving geïntroduceerd. Histoire philosophique werd gekenmerkt door het 
identificeren van historische oorzaken en principes, bracht daarmee nieuwe (culturele, 
economische) onderwerpen ter sprake, en kreeg vaak de vorm van Inquiries, Essays, Re­
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cherches, Ideen, Betrachtungen. Er zijn twee vormen van histoire philosophique duidelijk te 
onderscheiden, waarvoor Montesquieu en Voltaire het model leverden: conjectural history, 
een schematische benadering van macro-historische kwesties, met vragen als hoofdstukti-
tels en met taxonomieën van verschillende stadia of systemen als centraal bestanddeel; en 
een meer klassiek narratieve geschiedschrijving met daarin zulke macro-historische vragen 
en schema’s verwerkt. Dit hoofdstuk traceert vier manieren waarop deze modellen door-
werkten. Ten eerste beschrijft het hoe de verdere ontwikkeling van het genre door Britse 
historici – Hume, Robertson en Gibbon – gepaard ging met debatten over de (klassieke of 
moderne) standaarden waaraan geschiedschrijving moest voldoen. Ten tweede vergelijkt 
het twee polemieken over ‘Oriëntaals despotisme’ en rassenclassificatie als voorbeelden van 
hoe de niet-Westerse wereld deel werd van het historisch-filosofisch perspectief. Ten derde 
onderzoekt het in hoeverre histoire philosophique een Duitse pendant had in het werk van 
auteurs als Winckelmann, Herder en Heeren. Als laatste komt het nachleben van histoire 
philosophique in de 19e eeuw aan bod, waarmee een brug wordt geslagen naar hoofdstuk 7.
Hoofdstuk 4 beschrijft de veranderende definitie en positie van filosofie, en de for-
mulering van nieuwe idealen van geleerdheid, in de context van de Franse en Pruisische 
academische hervormingen tussen 1794-1810. In de 18e eeuw kon filosofie verschillende 
dingen betekenen: een curriculum dat logica, ethica, metafysica en fysica omvatte; een 
encyclopedisch project dat alle wetenschappen besloeg; een categorie in het Baconiaanse 
schema van wetenschappen, voor wetenschappen die teruggingen op de rede in plaats van 
op waarneming; of vrijdenken, zoals uitgedragen door de parti philosophique. De ‘kritische 
filosofie’ van Kant was een van de factoren die daar verandering in bracht en filosofie eman-
cipeerde tot op zichzelf staande discipline. Daarmee werd het echter ook een ‘gewone’ tak 
van onderzoek, ondanks de veel verder strekkende ambities van Kants navolgers.
Deze herdefinitie en herpositionering sloot aan bij een algehele herschikking van de 
wetenschappen omstreeks 1800, zichtbaar in de academische hervormingen van de eerste 
decennia voor en na de eeuwwisseling. De meest ingrijpende waren die van de Franse Re-
volutie, culminerend in de Loi Daunou van 1795, die de universiteiten overbodig maakte en 
verving door discipline-gerichte écoles speciales. Deze hervormingen werden gestuurd door 
een filosofische agenda waarin alle kennis gegrondvest was in de ‘wetenschap der ideeën’ 
(Idéologie). Als vak of discipline kwam Idéologie echter niet van de grond. Na 1800 zette 
Napoleon de Idéologues op een zijspoor en legde een nieuw systeem op waarin al het hoger 
onderwijs opging in de centrale Université Impériale (1808). De Pruisische hervormingen 
van 1809-10 voerden minder ver, maar droegen onbedoeld bij aan disciplinevorming door 
de humaniora en wetenschappen institutioneel op gelijk niveau te plaatsen met rechten, 
medicijnen en theologie (voorheen de ‘hogere’ faculteiten), als een reeks vakgebieden met 
een eigen doctoraat. Zodoende versterkte de Humboldtreform een al bestaande tendens 
naar specialisatie en concentratie van geleerdheid aan de universiteiten, en door geleerden 
aan te trekken die disciplinebouwers waren, werd het ideaal van een brede, neohumanisti-
sche Bildung en van de ‘eenheid der wetenschappen’ dat ten grondslag lag aan deze hervor-
mingen paradoxaal genoeg ondermijnd.
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Het duidelijkste voorbeeld van een nieuwe discipline die in de vroeg-19e-eeuwse hu-
maniora tot stand kwam was linguïstiek. Het werd een vak met handboeken, leerstoelen en 
professionele standaarden, hoewel het een kleinschalige praktijk bleef. De stijl van redene-
ren die de opkomst van de linguïstiek kenmerkte was historisch-vergelijkend: een manier 
om taalverwantschap te identificeren, de ontwikkeling en afstamming van talen te traceren, 
en reconstructies te maken op basis van grammaticale gelijkenis en klankverschuivings-
wetten. Niet alle taalkunde was echter historisch-vergelijkend; het was eerder een meta-
methode die verschillende domeinen van taalstudie omsloot, en ook werd toegepast in de 
filologische bestudering van literaire teksten. Hoofdstuk 5 beschrijft de verschillende sta-
dia waarin deze methode vorm kreeg: de immense groei van informatie over niet-Westerse 
talen van de jaren 1770; de formulering van ‘vergleichende Grammatik’ en de beschrijving 
van een ‘Indo-Europese’ taalfamilie; het uitwerken van vergelijkende grammatica’s van de 
Germaanse en Romaanse talen, en de toepassing van deze methode op niet-Indo-Europe-
se talen.
Hoofdstuk 6 beschrijft hoe ‘literatuur’ en ‘de oudheid’ van betekenis veranderden in 
de eerste helft van de 19e eeuw. In de vroegmoderne tijd stond de term ‘literatuur’ (zoals in 
historia literaria) voor geleerdheid in zijn geheel; in de nieuwe literatuurgeschiedenissen die 
in het begin van de 19e eeuw geschreven werden was het allereerst een kunstvorm: poëzie, 
fictie, theater. Bovendien was het een kunstvorm met een eigen geschiedenis, en kon ze 
gelezen worden – in sommige perioden tenminste – als een pars pro toto voor het nationale 
karakter. Zoals hoofdstuk 5 liet zien, werd de beginfase van die nationale literatuur ook 
onderwerp van een nieuw soort filologie, onafhankelijk van klassieke filologie en beïnvloed 
door historisch-vergelijkende taalkunde. 
De oudheid onderging een ander soort transformatie in de vroege 19e eeuw. Het oude 
Egypte werd op niet eerder vertoonde schaal gedocumenteerd in de Description de l’Égyp­
te (1809-28) en daarop volgende compendia; het oude Mesopotamië werd vanaf de jaren 
1840 letterlijk opgegraven. De ontcijfering van hiërogliefen en spijkerschrift maakten een 
nieuw scala aan historisch bronmateriaal toegankelijk, en brachten daarmee de geschreven 
geschiedenis twee millennia verder terug. Het bleef echter zeer fragmentarisch bronmate-
riaal; de bestudering van deze ‘nieuwe oudheid’ bleef een kwestie van specialistische ver-
handelingen en encyclopedische compendia, niet van historische monografieën.
Kun je ook spreken van een nieuwe historische stijl van redeneren in de vroege 19e 
eeuw? In het laatste hoofdstuk herinterpreteer ik het ‘historisme’ door te zoeken naar een 
gemeenschappelijke noemer voor wat Duitse, Franse, en in mindere mate Britse historici 
deden tussen 1820-1848. Wat in alle historiografische debatten kan worden aangetroffen 
zijn een nadruk op het gebruik van oorspronkelijke bronnen, een beroep op de historische 
verbeelding, en het uitdrukkelijk vermijden van anachronisme; maar deze drie kenmerken 
geven nog geen structuur aan een historisch argument of narratief. Ze vergezellen wel een 
stijl van geschiedschrijving waarin opvallend weinig gebruik wordt gemaakt van verwijzin-
gen en voetnoten, en waarin eerder wordt gepoogd om de bronnen te verklaren door een 
model te construeren van het verleden in plaats van hun inhoud direct weer te geven. Met 
enig doelbewust anachronisme zou je dit ‘modelconstructie’ kunnen noemen. Een direct 
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voorbeeld hiervoor was de iconoclastische benadering van klassieke bronnen in de Duitse 
Altertumswissenschaft; maar deze stijl was ook schatplichtig aan de vraaggerichte benade-
ring van histoire philosophique, en een kritische reactie op de generaliserende tendensen 
daarin.
Door te kijken naar deze veranderingen in stijlen van redeneren kunnen we recht 
doen aan zowel continuïteiten als breuken: er waren drastische veranderingen in de ene 
stijl en continuïteit in andere stijlen. Zo krijgen we een beeld van het geleerde redeneren 
als een samenstelsel: een samenstelsel van verschillende argumentatieve en retorische stra-
tegieën, gebruik makend van voorbeelden uit eerdere teksten en daarop variërend, zich be-
dienend van functioneel vage begrippen en soms te veel, soms te weinig informatie. Stijlen 
van redeneren moeten worden gezien als deel van dit samenstelsel, niet als een onderlig-
gende structuur; ze brengen er orde in aan, maar wat ze ordenen is geen ongedifferenti-
eerd ‘rauw’ materiaal, maar informatie die meestal ooit al eerder is vergaard, vergeleken en 
geclassificeerd.
Dit heeft verscheidene implicaties voor ons beeld van de geschiedenis van de gees-
teswetenschappen, en ons beeld van de geesteswetenschappen zelf. Ten eerste moeten we 
voorbij de geschiedenis van individuele disciplines kijken, en de geschiedenis van geschied-
schrijving en taalkunde behandelen als deel van de geschiedenis van het weten. Ten tweede 
betekent het vergelijkende langetermijnperspectief een kritiek op het in de wetenschaps-
geschiedenis prevalente historisme, en het in de intellectuele geschiedenis heersende con-
textualisme. Ten derde laat dit perspectief weinig ruimte voor het begrip ‘hermeneutiek’, 
historisch gezien een specifieke tak van theologie en filologie, die zeker niet model kan 
staan voor de geesteswetenschappen als geheel. Ten laatste kan deze studie gelezen worden 
als een pleidooi voor een filosofische benadering van de geschiedenis van de geestesweten-
schappen vergelijkbaar met, en als integraal deel van de history and philosophy of science.
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